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Introduction

No Ethiopian community anywhere in the world has been as seriously
and completely transformed during the past quarter century as that of the
Beta Israel (Falasha).1  In 1977 only about 100 Ethiopian Jews lived in Israel.
By 2004 immigration and natural growth had brought the number of Ethio-
pians in Israel to over 85,000. At the same time Beta Israel communal life in
Ethiopia came to an end as virtually the entire community emigrated. Although
the dramatic airlifts of Ethiopians to Israel in both 1984 and 1991 were celeb-
rated in Israel as the fulfillment of the Zionist dream, their adjustment to the
reality of Israeli society and its adjustment to them has not always been smooth.
Conflicts and difficulties have arisen in almost every sphere of activity.2

The purpose of this paper is to explore a previously unexamined aspect of
the Ethiopian migration and their status in Israel: the designation of certain
immigrants as Prisoners of Zion (PZ).3  Although it concerns only a small
fraction of the Ethiopians in Israel, we shall attempt to demonstrate that the
issues which emerge through the examination of this topic, have implications

1 Ethiopian Jews were, until recently, most commonly designated by the term
«Falasha». They also used the term (Beta) Israel «(House) of Israel», to refer to them-
selves. They have in recent years been the subject of a vast literature. For detailed
bibliographies s. STEVEN KAPLAN — SHOSHANA BEN-DOR, Ethiopian Jewry: an Anno-
tated Bibliography, Jerusalem, 1988; HAGAR SALAMON — STEVEN KAPLAN, Ethiopian
Jews. An Annotated Bibliography 1987–1997, Jerusalem, 1998; SHALVA WEIL, Bi-
bliography on Ethiopian Jewry (1998–2001), Paris: Society for the Study of the Ethio-
pian Jewry, 2001. For a concise overview s. STEVEN KAPLAN, «Betä �sra�el», in: EÆ I,
pp. 552–559.

2 For general surveys of Ethiopian life in Israel s. STEVEN KAPLAN — CHAIM RO-
SEN, «Ethiopian Jews in Israel», in: David Singer — Ruth R. Seldin (eds.), American
Jewish Yearbook 1994, New York, 1994, pp. 59–109; STEVEN KAPLAN — HAGAR SA-
LAMON, ��������	
������	��
�	
�������
�������	��
�	�
���������������������		
.

3 Both English and Hebrew versions of the book by BARUCH MEIRI — RACHAMIM

ELAZAR, The Dream Behind Bars: the Story of the Prisoners of Zion from Ethiopa,
Jerusalem, 2001, have been published. In neither version, however, is there a discus-
sion of the designation of certain individuals as PZ or of the process by which they
are chosen. 126 Ethiopian PZ are listed in this book.
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which extend far beyond the small number of individuals directly effected.
Indeed, we shall argue that precisely because of the formal bureaucratic orga-
nization of the definitional process, this case allows us to see issues in a
clearer light than do larger less formal determinations.

As I shall attempt to demonstrate below, the process of determining who
is a PZ is a microcosm of the larger problem of identity politics for Ethio-
pians in Israel.4  Not surprisingly therefore at the heart of the PZ process is a
series of struggles over the narrative process. These include not only the ques-
tion of who tells the story, but in what language and form (oral or written) it
is told. Most importantly it includes the issue of what is considered a correct
narrative and who makes this determination.

 The data for this study is based on my personal experience for almost a
decade as member of the sub-committee which determines which Ethiopians
are accorded the status of PZ. During this period, I have participated in over
thirty meetings, during which several hundred files were discussed and a si-
milar number of applicants and witnesses interviewed.5

Prisoners of Zion

Throughout the history of the Zionist movement, Jewish activists and po-
tential immigrants to Israel were confronted by governments who opposed
their attempts to reach Palestine and later the ����������������������������
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In response to this historical reality, in 1992 the Knesset (Israeli Parlia-

ment) passed Prisoners of Zion Act.6  Under this legislation a resident of Isra-

4 As the footnotes below indicate, many of these issues which arise in the discus-
sion of the PZ are relevant in other contexts as well.

5 In addition, on 7 July 2003, I conducted an hour-long interview at the Ministry
of Immigrant Absorption with the two Ministry staff members.

6 From 1 April 1973 to 8 June 1992, benefits were paid under agreements signed
with the Treasury.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:21:00PM
via free access



��� Scrinium I (2005). Varia Aethiopica

el is recognized as a PZ, as a relative of an imprisoned PZ or of a martyr
under the following circumstances:7

(1) Someone who was arrested, detained or deported for a period of at
least six months because of Zionist activity in a country where such activity
was prohibited, provided that he is an Israeli citizen according to the Law of
Return8  and a resident of Israel;

(2) Someone who was arrested, detained or deported for a period of at
least six months because of his Jewishness in a country hostile to Israel, pro-
vided that he is an Israeli citizen according to the Law of Return and a resi-
dent of Israel;

(3) Someone who was arrested, detained or deported because of the rea-
sons listed in clauses (1) and (2) above and disappeared and six months have
passed since his arrest, and he would be eligible according to the Law of
Return of 1950;

(4) Someone who was a resident of the Land of Israel before the establish-
ment of the State, and because of his activities in order to establish the State,
was arrested, detained or deported for at least at least six months, provided
that he is an Israeli citizen according to the Law of Return and a resident of
Israel.

As we shall discuss below, those recognized as PZ or as their heirs are
entitled not only to the honour bestowed upon them, but under certain circum-
stances monetary compensation through Israel Institute for Social Security.9

 For the purposes of implementing the law, three committees were esta-
blished under the auspices of the Ministry of Immigrant Absorption to deal
with cases of prisoners from (1) Arab Lands, which includes Iran (2) Eastern
Europe, which includes the Soviet Union and other former Communist Coun-
tries (3) Ethiopia. At a latter date this was expanded to include, (4) pre-State
Jewish underground organizations such as Etzel, Lehi, and Ha-haganah.

In practice, the Ethiopian committee, while dealing with immigrants from
that one country, deals with cases of those emprisoned in Ethiopia, Sudan
and in a small number of cases, Kenya and Djibouti. This distinction is of
considerable relevance, because despite the numerous ups and down of Isra-

7 The Law of Prisoners of Zion and their Families — 1992, with amendments:
— http://www.nevo.co.il/Law_word/law. (My translation of the Hebrew).
— http://www.btl.gov.il/English/benefit/pris/pris.htm contains an incomplete

English summary of this material.
8 According to Law of Return, Jews living anywhere in the world are entitled to

claim Israeli citizenship and immigrate to Israel. http://www.lectlaw.com/files/int16.htm
9 www.btl.gov.il/English Tables 13.1 and 13.2.1 for details of the payments being

received. As of 2002 644 PZ from all countries were receiving benefits. This from a
total of about 1,200 awarded PZ status since 1992. Over two-thirds of these had
disabilities of 50% or less.
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el-Ethiopian relations, Ethiopia has never been in a state of war with Israel
and hence is not defined as a hostile country.10  In contrast, the Sudan, through
its membership in the Arab League (League of Arab States) has been in a
state of war with Israel and thus fits the definition of a hostile country (see
above).11  As a result, the criteria for recognition as Prisoners of Zion for
those arrested and emprisoned in Ethiopia are more narrowly defined than
for those incarcerated in the Sudan. While the former must prove that they
were engaged in «Zionist activities» which led to their arrest or detention, the
latter must merely demonstrate that they were singled out as Jews. As we
shall see, this distinction leads to a considerable degree of confusion among
the applicants and misunderstanding between them and the members of the
committee.

The Committee

As was indicated above, applications for recognition as PZ are reviewed
by four separate committees. For most of the past decade, the committee which
deals with Ethiopian applications has been comprised of three members:12

RE, the chair, a veteran Ethiopian immigrant who has been in Israel for more
than 25 years; JL, who served as an Israeli government agent in the Sudan
during the Ethiopian aliyah of the 1980s; myself: a scholar of Ethiopian stu-
dies. While a second Ethiopian was nominally a member of the committee
for much of this period, he did not attend its deliberations, reportedly in protest
over the decision to accord PZ status to several applicants against his recom-
mendations. Attempts in recent years to expand the committee to include addi-
tional members have not been successful, as successive Ministers of Immi-
grant Absorption have not found the time to make new appointments.13  The

10 On the history of Israel-Ethiopian relations s. HANAN AYNOR, A Guide to Se-
lected Documents on Israel-Ethiopian Relations, Jerusalem, 1986; MITCHEL BARD,
From Tragedy to Triumph: the Politics Behind the Rescue of Ethiopian Jewry, West-
port, 2002; and more generally on Israel-African relations JOEL PETERS, Israel and
Africa: the Problematic of Friendship, London, 1992.

11 On immigration to Israel via the Sudan s. GADI BEN-EZER, The Ethiopian Jewish
Exodus: Narratives of the Migration Journey to Israel 1977–1985, London and New
York, 2002; TUDOR PARFITT, Operation Moses: the Untold Story of the Secret Exodus
of the Falasha Jews from Ethiopia, London, 1985; LOUIS RAPOPORT, Redemption Song:
the Story of Operation Moses, New York, 1986.

12 In the interest of confidentiality I have identified the committee members by
their initials only.

13 Shortly after the completion of this paper RE was suspended/resigned (the
exact circumstances are disputed!) from the committee and was replaced by DBT, a
retired judge. For some of the background to RE’s departure from the committee s.
Kol Hazman 30 July, 2004 (Hebrew). At present there are no Ethiopian members of
the committee.
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members are assisted through the preparation of files and the invitation of
applicants by two workers, GS and DM, of the Ministry of Immigrant Ab-
sorption both veteran Russian immigrants.

 The committee meets 4 or 5 times a year. Because of the large number of
Ethiopian applications, the Ethiopian committee meets more often than any
of the other committees. Meetings last between 5 to 6 hours and anywhere
from 10 to 16 files are reviewed, with upwards of 20 applicants and witnes-
ses interviewed. In a typical encounter, committee members are given a file
containing:

1) A formal application for recording the individual’s biographical details,
as well as period(s) of Zionist activity, period(s) of emprisonment, injuries or
other problems as a result of emprisonment, names of witnesses;

2) A short biography usually emphasizing the elements of Zionist activi-
ty and emprisonment;

3) A form for statements from witnesses;
4) A summary in several sentences of the most important information

contained in the material above;
5) Any other correspondence between the applicant and the Ministry of

Absorption staff;
6) As of June 2003, many of the files contain a short form sent by the

Association of Ethiopian Prisoners of Zion.
Without exception all of the documents described above are in Hebrew.

However, some applicants also include an original version of their biography
in Amharic or Tigrinnya along with a translation. Some also include medical
records, although these are not necessary or even relevant to the commitee’s
deliberations, since only after the recognition of an applicant as a PZ is a
determination regarding medical condition made by doctors of the Social
Security Institute.

In the first stage in this process applicants and witnesses involved are
required to fill out a variety of forms. Even a superficial examination of the
completed forms indicates that many Ethiopians have major problems under-
standing their purpose. Dates are often inscribed incorrectly or it is claimed
that the applicant was both active and emprisoned during the same period.14

Witnesses’s forms are often identical, not only in their wording but also in the
handwriting, because they are completed not as individual testimonies but as
standardized documents.15  In some cases they are signed not by the witness,
but by the applicant himself!16

14 S., for example, File number 311757454.
15 Files 306928064, 30972551, 311757421, 15581606 all contain identical or

largely similar witness statements.
16 Applicants and witnesses have todate been overwhelmingly male. My use of

the male pronoun is, however, meant to be inclusive.
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Thus, the written material in the files serves in most cases as a starting
point for an investigation rather as conclusive affidavits.17  Even in those ca-
ses, in which the applicant does not initially appear to meet the criteria of the
law to qualify as a PZ, he is invited to present his case and bring witnesses.18

 After briefly reviewing the file and determining the most important is-
sues raised by the enclosed material, the committee members invite the appli-
cant to enter the room and testify. Witnesses are called in to testify after the
applicant. Although this is not a formal judicial procedure, applicants and
witnesses are usually reminded that as in a courtroom they are expected to
tell «the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth». While rules of
«hear-say» are not strictly enforced, witnesses are frequently reminded to
talk of those matters, which they are familiar with from first-hand sources
and that information which they were told by others will be discounted. Tes-
timonies of both the applicant and witnesses are recorded in summary form
written by one of the staff members, and this material is later added to the
file. Usually a decision is made regarding an application immediately fol-
lowing these testimonies. However, in some cases the applicant may be asked
to produce further witnesses. In cases, in which an applicant claims to have
worked with a particular individual known to have been an aliyah activist in
either Ethiopia or the Sudan, it may be decided to contact that person for
confirmation.19  In such instances, decisions may be delayed several months
until the committee convenes again.

Theoretically, the procedure for determining whether a person can be
awarded PZ status seems straightforward, but only theoretically: written evi-
dence is preferred to oral testimony, official rule is given more validity than
customary usage, and Hebrew testimony over testimony in any other lan-
guage. The principles of Zionism are also given preference over systems of
international law.

17 In the deliberations of the other three committees, applicants and witnesses
have far greater command of Hebrew and the technicalities of the forms. The forms
are thus filled out with much greater accuracy and play a much greater role in the
deliberations of these committees.

18 In cases where the applicant’s request in denied, he is entitled to present his
case to an appeals committee headed by a judge.

19 In 2002 a consulation process was set up with the Association of Ethiopian
Jewish Organization of Prisoners of Zion. Copies of files are given to the organiza-
tion for comment. A similar process has existed for several years with other commit-
tees. However as of this writing (December 2003) the Ethiopian committee has not
become fully involved because the answers they have written have not been suffi-
ciently detailed. Rather they have submitted either no comment or a standard declara-
tion that the person in question was or was not in prison as a Zionist activist. None of
the files have been returned with a detailed answer.
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Language

As was noted above, applicants and witnesses involved in the PZ process
are required to deal with a variety of forms all of which are in Hebrew. For
most this presents major difficulties, since they do not read or write Hebrew.20

Here as elsewhere they turn to a variety of figures (their children, social
workers, neighbors, etc.) to assist them with the forms. Inevitably this leads
to misunderstandings. Even in the best of circumstances, the language barrier
and the use of intermediaries means that such forms are secondary documents
which applicants and witnesses alike can disavow with ease.

One of the striking features of the PZ process is that it starkly reveals how
few adult Ethiopians are capable of functioning in Hebrew. Immigrants, many
of whom have been in the country for ten years or more, routinely ask to
testify through a translator. Although it is tempting to believe that in such
cases the immigrants are underestimating their abilities or erring on the side
of caution because of the importance of the process, it appears that most of
those who ask to speak in Amharic or Tigrinnya are, in fact, unable to carry
on a conversation in Hebrew.21

 This language barrier is no small matter for, put in the simpliest of terms,
applicants and witnesses who appear before the committee and must con-
struct a narrative which convinces the commitee members that the applicant

20 On the problems adult Ethiopians have had in learning Hebrew s. LISA ANTEBY,
«Première approche de la situation sociolinguistique des immigrants éthiopiens en
Israel et de problemes de d’alphabétisation chez les adults», Mémoire de D. E. A.,
vol. 5, Paris, 1991; LISA ANTEBY-YEMINI, Les juifs éthiopiens en Israël: Les para-
doxes du paradis, Paris, 2004, pp. 113–132. In this context, it should be stressed that
translating the forms into Amharic or Tigrinnya would do little to alter this situation,
since most adult Ethiopians who have arrived in Israel do not read or write either of
these languages. Indeed, it might exacerbate the problem because then the social
workers and children who assist them in filling out the forms would not be able to
read them.

21 For a rather idealized portrayal of the language acquisition process s. VARDA

NETZER — HANA POLANI, Saga of an Aliyah, Jerusalem, 1988. On the languages of
Ethiopia s. HABTE MARIAM MARCOS, «Scholarship of the Ethiopian Languages —
Retrospect and Prospect», in: RICHARD PANKHURT — TADDESE BEYENE (eds.), Silver
Jubilee Anniversary of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies, Addis Ababa, 1990, pp. 97–
104. Amarinnya (Amharic) is the most commonly spoken language in Ethiopia and
was the dominant language in the regions inhabited by most immigrants to Israel.
A smaller number of immigrants, perhaps 15 % of the total todate, resided in areas
where Tigrinnya was the primary language. For other cultural differences between
these two groups of immigrants s. CHAIM ROSEN, «Similarities and Differences be-
tween Ethiopian Jews in Gondar and Tigre», Pe’amim vol. 33, 1987, pp. 93–108
(Hebrew).
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is deserving of recognition as PZ. Few of the stories heard or read by commit-
tee members over the years resemble the clear, linear and highly stylized
accounts published by Meiri and Elazar in their book on Ethiopian PZ.22

Indeed, even if those testifying were capable or interested in producing such
narratives (their written testimonies indicate that this is not the case), the
members of the committee, because of the language barrier, would not hear
them in this form.

One of the curious features of the PZ process todate, is that despite this
language barrier, the commitee has rarely been provided with a translator.
Rather, the Ethiopian chairman served both as chair and translator in almost
all cases. Needless to say, this highly anomalous situation in which he both
produced the testimony through his translation and judges its reliability is
most irregular. Moreover, since his translations are not word for word or even
sentence for sentence versions of the original text, serious question exists as
to the nature of the narrative being evaluated by the other committee mem-
bers, neither of whom speak an Ethiopian language.23

Names

As was noted above anywhere from 15 to 20 applicants and witnesses are
invited to appear before the commitee on a single day. Despite suggestions
from the committee members that some be invited for a morning session
(10 am — 12 am) and others for an afternoon session (12 am — 2 pm), all are
requested to appear at the same time. No individual appointments are made.
Rather, applicants and witnesses sign a sheet when they arrive and are invited
in to meet with the committee members on a first come, first heard basis.24

The names are read by one of the officials of the Absorption Ministry. Often
there is some confusion as to the correspondence between the names written
on the list and those which appear in the files. In part, at least, this is due yet
again to the transition from Amharic to Hebrew. Names on both the list and

22 MEIRI — ELAZAR, The Dream Behind Bars.
23 Although it appears of little practical consequence, it should be noted that

Hebrew is not the native language of any of the committee members or ministry staff.
Rather, it functions as a common means of communication as the shared language
and official language of the state. Applicants to the other three committees have a
greater knowledge of Hebrew, while the committees have several members who know
the relevant languages. Since the departure of RE from the committee a translator has
usually been provided, but in some cases translations are provided by applicants or
witnesses invited on the day.

24 This process is not unique to this committee and is common in Israel. Non-
citizens wishing to have their visa renewed by the Israeli Minister of the Interior in
Jerusalem commonly have to arrive at the office two hours or more before it opens
(8 am) to sign their name to a list.
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the files are Hebrew transliterations of Amharic names, a form which easily
leads to mis-pronunciation.25

In addition, it must be kept in mind that when Ethiopian immigrants arrived
in Israel most of them had their names changed. In many cases this was part of
a process of Hebraization whereby «strange» and «difficult to pronounce» Ethio-
pian names were replaced by Hebrew alternatives. Although this Hebraization
policy was conducted following consultation with a number of veteran Ethio-
pian immigrants, it was strongly criticized and eventually dropped.26

More generally names were changed to meet the needs of the Israeli im-
migration bureaucracy. In Ethiopia, the Beta Israel, like other residents of
northern Ethiopia had no family names. Both men and women were identi-
fied by a personal name and the name of their father. Women did not change
their names upon marriage. Individuals were addressed by their personal na-
mes i. e. Taddesse Tasfa = Ato (Mr.) Taddesse. Thus in a simple nuclear fa-
mily (the exception rather than the rule among Ethiopians) a father and mother
had different names from each other and from their children. Taddesse Tasfa
could be married to Nigat Biru. Their children could include Girma Taddesse
and Maskaram Taddesse. In Israel, such family units were commonly identi-
fied by a single «last name», usually the second name of the father, i. e. the
mother’s father-in-law and the childrens’ paternal grandfather. Thus they
would become Taddesse Tasfa, Nigat Tasfa, Girma Tasfa and Maskaram Tas-
fa. Not surprisingly, this produced a considerable amount of confusion regar-
ding the identification of applicants and witnesses.27

In order to resolve this confusion surrounding the names of individuals, at
the outset of each interview, whether of an applicant or a witness, the person
is asked to produce his/her identity card: teudat zehut. This document, produ-
ced by the Israeli government, contains the person’s Israeli name, picture,
and basic details such as date of birth, marital status, etc.28  It is significant to
note that in what is overwhelmingly an oral process among people with a
limited knowledge of Hebrew, the opening act — the presentation of the

25 Modern Hebrew unlike the Ethiopian Semitic languages is written in an un-
vocalized form without any indication of vowel sounds.

26 DANIEL BERGMAN, The Names of Ethiopian Jews and the Changes in Israel: an
Examinaiton of Changes in a Symbolic System, M. A., Hebrew University, 1986.
(Hebrew); ANTEBY-YEMINI, Les juifs éthiopiens, pp. 42–53.

27 In my 7 July 2003 meeting with the Ministry officials, they did not appear to
have prior knowledge of this issue!

28 On the problems in collecting such «simple» data from Ethiopians in Israel s.
SHALVA WEIL, «It is Futile to Trust in Man: Methodological Difficulties in Studying
Non-Mainstream Populations with Reference to Ethiopian Jews in Israel», Human
Organization vol. 54 no. 1, 1995, pp. 1–19. On the Ethiopians’ confrontation with
the identity card and other aspects of literacy s. ANTEBY-YEMINI, Les juifs éthiopiens,
pp. 38–61.
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identity card — is an obvious assertion of the priority of Hebrew over other
languages, government documentation over any other claims, and of the written
over the oral.

The Interface of the Oral and the Written

The issue of names and the presentation of the identity card brings to the
fore another outstanding features of the PZ process: the comparative lack of
independent written material. In two exceptional cases, prisoners held in Um-
Requbeh, Sudan and in Djibouti, written lists of the prisoners exist. Most of
the individuals named in these lists have already been granted PZ status. In
the event that new claimants come forward, a simple check of the lists is all
that is needed to confirm or deny their status. As in the case of the identity
card, the power of the written word is clear and unchallenged.

In most other cases of PZ, however, no written records exist. Prison files
from Ethiopia or the Sudan, if they exist are not available. Neither are there
written lists of those who were active in either the Sudan or Ethiopia. Accor-
dingly, in determining who is entitled to PZ status, the committee deals al-
most exclusively with oral materials. A striking part of this process is the
manner in which these oral sources are transformed into written text which
then become the documents of record.29

Having recorded their recollections as written documents (the application
and the biography) applicants are called upon to tell their stories yet again in
front of the committee members. This oral performance and that of the wit-
nesses are transformed yet again into written summaries which then become
the documents of record. Again it is interesting to note in this context, that
committee proceedings are not taped. Thus the applicants’ and witnesses’
oral Amharic narratives are preserved as written Hebrew summaries. No re-
cord of the applicants’ own words, in their language, as spoken is preserved.

Whose Truth?

As was noted above, the testimony of the applicants before the committee is
usually followed by the testimony of one or two witnesses. During the early
years of the committee’s work, applicants often brought relatives with them as
witnesses. While such testimonies were not excluded, it was explained that

29 This represents a marked contrast to the other three committees. Not only are
the applicants and witnesses far more capable of completing the forms which must be
submitted to the committee, but also written documentation of the claims in the form
of court records, newspaper accounts, and organizational records are far more acces-
sible. Although aliyah activity in the Sudan was comparatively well organized, this is
not the case for Ethiopia. In contrast, the other three organizations often have records
from aliyah organizations which operated during the relevant periods.
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support produced through the words of less interested parties would be prefer-
red. By the end of the 1990s, it was exceedingly rare for relatives to appear as
witnesses. Although the problem of testimonies from family members has been
resolved, it is still useful to note the (usually unspoken) assumption of the com-
mittee that evidence offered by a comparative stranger is inherently more relia-
ble than that of a relative. As I shall discuss below, attempts to save «strangers»
are also more highly valued in the determination of PZ status, than attempts to
save family members. Thus, while it is doubtful if any of the committee mem-
bers would state it explicitly, the committee’s decisions articulate a value sys-
tem which values broader communal loyalties over specific family interests.

In this context we would do well to remember a point mentioned in pass-
ing at the beginning of this article. Although in principle the status of PZ may
be wholly honorary, there can be little doubt that most applicants are well
aware of the potential financial benefits. It must be remembered that the Ethio-
pian community is among the poorest in Israel. The majority of Ethiopian
adults are not employed and in many households there is no working adult.
Social Security benefits of various types are thus crucial to the economic
survival of many families.30  The suggestion that some applicants are more
interested in the honorarium than the honor should not be ruled out.

The Zionist Imperative

One particularly sensitive subject in the committee’s deliberations is the
issue of «Zionist activity». In the course of time, the committee’s definition
of Zionist activity has come to include such actions as checking the route out
of Ethiopia, organizing a group or groups, guiding them, providing them with
(illegal) travel documents or provisions.31  In and of itself, the attempt by a
person to leave Ethiopia does not constitute Zionist activity. Nor does an
attempt to leave with a group primarily composed of family members meet
the committee’s criteria.32

30 On the economic circumstances of Ethiopians in Israel s. KAPLAN — SALAMON,
«Ethiopian Immigrants», pp. 13–15. On the impact of the latest economic policies s.
Ha-aretz July 11, 2003, p. B4 (Hebrew). Payments to PZ themselves range between
1,500 to 3,500 New Israel Shekal depending on the extent of the applicants disability.
However, families of those killed are entitled to much higher benefits (7–8,000 NIS)
under the conditions laid down in the Soldiers’ Families Law. ($1 = 4.4 NIS at this
writing). They are also entitled to reductions in property tax, television license fees,
and payments for medications.

31 What if any compensation an individual received at the time for his actions has
generally been deemed to be irrelevant.

32 Here as in the exclusion of witnesses, family loyalty is not a primary value.
Indeed, the underlying message is that the testimony of and attempts to save family
members is less valued than the testimony of and attempts to save «strangers».
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One of the implications of this definition is that people who were in the
same group, were arrested at the same time, and spent the same period in the
same jail are not necessarily granted the same status by the committee. While
the person who organized or led the group would probably be granted the
title of PZ, the other members would not. This point cannot be stressed too
strongly. PZ status is not a measure of a person’s courage or how much they
suffered, but a recognition of the activities which preceded their emprison-
ment. Nevertheless, the narratives constructed by applicants often place a
clear emphasis on the suffering endured and on its continued impact on the
applicants’ lives. Ethiopian Jews inured to an Israeli absorption bureaucracy
and social welfare system which rewards need rather than achievement, shape
their testimonies to emphasize not the activities which led to their emprison-
ment, but their incarceration and its consequences.33

The centrality of Zionist activity to the PZ process is not limited to its role
in committee members’ determinations. At the heart of the PZ phenomenon
is an assumption of a globalized and somewhat timeless Israeli identity. Isra-
eli citizens are recognized and rewarded for actions which they took prior to
becoming Israeli citizens. Ethiopians and others, who acted in a similar way,
but did not immigrate to Israel, receive no such recognition. Indeed, in this
particular case, Israeli identity is more important than Jewish identity since
an applicant need not be Jewish to be recognized as a PZ so long as he reach-
ed Israel under the provisions of the Law of Return.34

 It should also be noted that the PZ status also assumes the applicants’
Israeli identity supersedes the expectation that they will obey the laws of

33 BEN-EZER, The Ethiopian Jewish Exodus. In this context it is interesting to
compare the narratives heard by committee members with those collected and analy-
zed by Gadi Ben-Ezer in his recent book. On a superficial level, the narratives stu-
died by Ben-Ezer are largely similar, if not identical, to many of those heard by the
committee. This is particularly the case with regard to those collected regarding the
experience in the Sudan. Ben-Ezer, who is primarily interested in the psychological
content, notes three central themes in the narratives he analyzes: Jewish identity,
suffering, bravery and inner strength. While all three of these appear in committee
hearings, only the second can be said to be central to most testimonies. For a very
different description of events in the Sudan s. «Heroes against the Weak», Yediot
Ahronot, «Seven Days», 23 July 2004.

34 Non-Jewish relatives, particularly spouses, of Jewish immigrants are entitled
to enter the country under the Law of Return. Law of Return (amendment no. 2),
5730–1970*: 4A. (a) The rights of a Jew under this Law and the rights of an oleh
under the Nationality Law, 5712–1952***, as well as the rights of an oleh under any
other enactment, are also vested in a child and a grandchild of a Jew, the spouse of a
Jew, the spouse of a child of a Jew and the spouse of a grandchild of a Jew, except for
a person who has been a Jew and has voluntarily changed his religion.
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their native land.35  In the course of their testimony, applicants routinely ad-
mit to having broken Ethiopian or Sudanese law. Indeed, the claim to have
been jailed for a violation of such laws is a standard part of their application.
Often applicants, having convinced members of the committee that they were
emprisoned are called upon to support the claim that they were not mere
criminals, but ideological motivated prisoners. In this context, it is signifi-
cant to note, that the laws in question while preventing Jews from migrating
to Israel, were often applied in a similar fashion to the population at large.
Thus, the police officer who sold or gave travel permits to members of the
general population is considered a common criminal, while the same person
preparing such documents for his fellow Jews is accorded the special status
of PZ.

Feedback and Resistance

Thus far in this paper, I have been concerned with the manner in which
the Israeli immigration bureacracy imposes its hierarchy of values on Ethio-
pian immigrants in the process of determining who receives the PZ designa-
tion. While there can be little question that the committee members and staff
have a decisive impact on the PZ process, it would be a grave mistake to
assume that Ethiopians have no power to resist and reshape these interactions.
To be sure, the PZ process has not aroused the sort of passion that has driven
people out onto the streets, in a manner similar to conflicts with the Israeli
religious or medical authorities.36  It has, however, produced more subtle
forms of «Everyday Resistance» to the dictates of the bureaucracy.37  One of
the characteristics which has shaped the PZ process over time is the develop-

35 The use of the term «native land» in this context is, of course, itself ideologi-
cally loaded. Ethiopian immigrants, the Israeli government, and many other Jewish
organizations view the Ethiopian migration to Israel as a return from exile to their
native land. Cf. STEVEN KAPLAN, «The Invention of Ethiopian Jews: Three Models»,
Cahiers d’études africaines vol. 33, no. 4, 1993, pp. 645–658, esp. pp. 648–651.

36 On the large protests against the Israeli Chief Rabbinate’s demands that Ethio-
pians undergo ritual immersion s. STEVEN KAPLAN, «The Beta Israel and the Rabbin-
ate: Law, Politics and Ritual», Social Science Information vol. 28, no. 3, 1988, pp. 357–
370; on the response when it was discovered that Israeli medical authorities were
disgarding Ethiopian blood because of the fear that it was infected with the HIV
virus, s. DON SEEMAN, «‘One People, One Blood’: Public Health, Political Violence,
and HIV in an Ethiopian-Israeli Setting», Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry vol. 23,
1999, pp. 159–195, and SHALVA WEIL, «Religion, Blood and the Equality of Rights»,
International Journal of Minority and Group Rights vol. 4, 1997, pp. 397–412.

37 STEVEN KAPLAN, «Everyday Resistance and the Study of Ethiopian Jewry», in:
TUDOR PARFITT, EMANUELA TREVISAN SEMI (eds.), The Beta Israel in Ethiopia and Isra-
el: Studies on the Ethiopian Jews, London, 1998, pp. 113–127.
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ment of feedback as the process shapes the testimonies of applicants and
witnesses. In some cases this has significantly streamlined the process. The
aforementioned example of applicants learning not to bring relatives as wit-
nesses is a case in point.

On the other hand, as members of the community came to better under-
stand the PZ process testimonies have also evolved to meet the criteria, rais-
ing concerns that applicants are attempting to «beat the system».38  This is
clearly demonstrated with regard to the period of incarceration claimed by
applicants.

In the initial written presentation of his case, an applicant for PZ status is
requested to place his activities and emprisonment in two different chronolo-
gical contexts:

1. On the application form the applicant is requested to provide the dates
of his activity and emprisonment: for example 3/6/82–3/1/83;39

2. In the biography he is requested to place these events in the chronologi-
cal framework of his life story: «While I was working for the police, I be-
gan...»

The first of these presents applicants with a variety of problems. Written
calendars were rare in rural Ethiopia and even more so in Sudanese refugee
camps. Applicants and witness thus often have only a general sense of the
relevant dates.40  Moreover, in traditional Ethiopia the most common calen-
dar differed from that used in the West in two respects: (1) it was divided into
13 months: twelve of thirty days each and an additional month, at the end of
the year, containing five days only; (2) from September 11 to December 31
the Ethiopian calendar is 7 years behind the Gregorian, while for the remain-
der of the year the gap is 8 years. Thus, for example, fall of 1991 corresponds
to 1984 in the Ethiopian calendar. Since the verification of a story often de-
pends on determining when a particular individual was emprisoned and for
how long, these different calendric systems coupled with the lack of written
calendars and exact reckonings present a considerable difficulty.

 Despite these objective difficulties in the reckoning of dates, it is rare
today for applicants to claim that they were in prison for less than 6 months.
Indeed, witnesses who are uncertain regarding the months or year or even the
seasons of an applicants’s arrest, are often quite confident that the period was
at least six months. It is difficult to escape the conclusion that just as word
has spread that the testimony of relatives is not accepted by the committee, so
do the crucial importance of a six-month term of emprisonment has also be-
come commonly understood.

38 This concern is frequently mentioned in committee deliberations as well as in
my meeting with Ministry officials on 7 July 2003.

39 In Israel such dates are recorded: day/month/year.
40 Cf. ANTEBY-YEMINI, Les juifs éthiopiens, pp. 54–55.
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Finally, it should be noted that while the PZ process has been going on for
over a decade, no end appears in sight. As of December 2003 there were 150
Ethiopian files waiting to be evaluated, more than the other three committees
combined. As every file is reviewed and completed, a new file or two appears
to take its place. Increasingly, the applicants are not recent arrivals, but those
who have been in the country a decade or more. Although it may well be that
some of them have only recently discovered that they may be eligible for bene-
fits, it appears more likely that the explanation is to be found in Israelis’, and
among them particularly Ethiopians’, deteriorating financial situation. Under
such circumstances, the rewards available to those designated as PZ are a po-
tential lifeline, for many immersed in or on the edge of poverty. As word spreads
of the possible benefits, the committee finds itself engaged in a Sisyphian task.

Conclusion

Viewed solely in terms of its technical aspects, the process of awarding
PZ status is a bureaucratic determination guided by formal criteria and objec-
tive considerations. However, as I have attempted to demonstrate in this ar-
ticle at the heart of the PZ process lie a number of criteria which reflect clear
ideological preferences and hegemonic intentions. These include the asser-
tion of the supremacy of the written over the oral, of the official over the
customary, of Hebrew over all other languages, of broader communal loyal-
ties over family interests and of Zionism over the laws of other nations. While
there can be little question that the committee members and staff have a deci-
sive impact in shaping the PZ process, it would be a grave mistake to assume
that Ethiopians’ have no power to resist and reshape these interactions. Thus
the PZ process constitutes a microcosm of the encounters between Ethiopian
immigrants and the Israeli absorption bureaucracy as they struggle to define
the place of Ethiopian Jews in Israel.

SUMMARY

The purpose of this paper is to explore a previously unexamined aspect of the
Ethiopian migration to Israel: the designation of certain immigrants as Prisoners of
Zion (PZ). This designation which carries with it both symbolic recognition, and in
some cases monetary rewards, is reserved for those who were imprisoned or detain-
ed because of their attempt to emigrate to Israel. This paper demonstrates that the
process of determining who is a PZ is a microcosm of the larger problem of identity
politics for Ethiopians in Israel. At the heart of the PZ process is a series of strug-
gles over the narrative process. These include not only the question of who tells the
story, but in what language and form (oral or written) it is told. Others issues which
arise concern the reckoning of dates and the status of immigrants prior to their
arrival in Israel. Most importantly it raises the question of what is considered a
correct narrative, and who is authorized to make this determination.
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