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<« The notion that a radical is one who hates his country is naive and

usually idiotic,” H.L. Mencken once noted. “He is, more likely,
one who likes his country more than the rest of us, and is thus more dis-
turbed than the rest of us when he sees it debauched. He is not a bad citizen
turning to crime; he is a good citizen driven to despair.”’ Many Israelis
would take issue with this assertion. From their standpoint, the defining
characteristic of Israel’s radical left is its deep revulsion toward the Jewish
state and everything it represents. And most of the Israeli public, it seems,
repays the radical left in kind.

Indeed, there is no end to the charges hurled at them. It is accused of
harboring pathological self-hatred, bordering on antisemitism; of cooperat-
ing, deliberately or not, with the Jewish people’s worst enemies; of receiving
financial support from foreign organizations hostile to Israel’s interests; of
shamelessly accepting funds from the very public that detests its ideology

and objectives; of consisting mainly of solipsistic academics and bohemians
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who are completely out of touch with reality; of having little to no influence
beyond the walls of the ivory tower; and of various other vices, the truth of
which need not concern us here.

Despite the extensive, if largely unfavorable, media coverage of its
activities, however, Israel’s radical left does not receive the considered
critique it deserves. This is regrettable, for its arguments are not simply
a hash of falsehoods and follies. On the contrary, they contain nuggets of
truth and profound insights that merit careful attention. Public debate
will gain nothing by ignoring the voices from its margins—voices, it
might be added, which belong to some of the most prominent intellectu-
als in Israel today. The ideological and moral challenge these intellectuals
pose to the Jewish state cannot be rejected as a mere nuisance. Anyone
seeking to broaden the horizons of Zionism—or, at the very least, to free
it from the ideological paralysis in which it has been trapped for quite
some time now—must heed the words of its harshest critics and confront
them with honesty and courage.

This essay presents just such an attempt. Though it is written as
a critique, it avoids the usual quarrels over historical narratives or
moral justifications. Rather, it seeks to uncover the internal logic of anti-
Zionist thought and point to its theoretical implications and practical
conclusions.” The issues on which we shall focus—the radical left’s posi-
tions vis-a-vis the 1967 “occupation” and the 1948 Nakba (catastrophe),
its critique of the Jewish state’s oppressive nature, and the strategies of re-
sistance it advocates—reveal a fascinating yet frightening weltanschauung
that cultivates pessimism instead of hope, and alienation instead of in-
volvement. Despite its grimness, this worldview appeals to many educat-
ed, guilt-ridden Israelis, who see in it an irresistible combination of moral
purism and intellectual rigor. It also explains why these Israelis—most of
whom are indeed “good citizens”—are driven to such deep despair, and
why they cannot find even a trace of hope in what they conceive as a ter-

rifying, debilitating reality.
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Acommon mistake places Israel’s radical left on the same political con-
tinuum as the Zionist left, as if the difference between the two lay
merely in the intensity of their support for a particular ideology. In truth,
however, these two camps—if they may be so called—are separated by a
vast ideological chasm, and the occasional altercations between them are
sometimes more passionate and acrimonious than the longstanding politi-
cal debate between the Israeli left and right.*

Judging by electoral representation, there is, of course, no comparison.
The radical left, particularly among Israeli Jews, is an extreme minority; its
considerable influence in academic and cultural circles does not translate
into any sizable political power, and its spokesmen and activists usually rel-
egate themselves to parties representing the Arab vote. Yet in recent years,
the Zionist left’s numbers have also dwindled, rendering it a mere shadow
of its former self. Indeed, in the February 2009 elections for the eighteenth
Knesset, it was almost wiped off the political map. The Labor Party, which
enjoyed unchallenged political hegemony in the state’s early decades, gained
only thirteen seats, relegating it to the embarrassing position of fourth-
largest party in parliament. Meretz, meanwhile, a coalition of urban liberals
and kibbutznik social democrats, could no longer pretend to be the Great
White Hope of Israeli politics, its support base having granted it a meager
three mandates. The Zionist left’s resounding collapse could be heard as far
away as Europe: In a recent interview on France Inter radio, French Foreign
Minister Bernard Kouchner bemoaned its demise, complaining that “What
really hurts me, and this shocks us, is that before there used to be a great
peace movement in Israel. There was a left that made itself heard and a real
desire for peace. It seems to me, and I hope that I am completely wrong,
that this desire has completely vanished, as though people no longer believe
in it.”

In Israel, at least, no one is shocked that so many political doves
have flown the coop. The hopes placed in the Oslo peace process—

expectations that bordered on the messianic—suffered blow after devastating
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blow. The suicide bombings in Israeli cities, the “Al-Aksa Intifada,” the Ha-
mas takeover in Gaza, the barrage of rocket attacks on the country’s south-
ern towns, and the stubborn refusal of the Palestinians (even the moderates
among them) to recognize the legitimacy of the Jewish state or renounce
the “right of return”—all these have convinced even the most optimistic of
Israeli statesmen that there is no real partner in the opposite camp. Ehud
Barak, for example, who during his term as prime minister demonstrated a
willingness to meet the Palestinians more than halfway, was answered with
an upsurge of violence. In a 2008 interview with reporter Ari Shavit, Barak
explained, “I went to [Palestinian leader Yasser] Arafat and found that he
did not want to solve the problem of 1967, but [rather that] of 1947. Arafat
is dead, but people are still angry at me. They do not forgive me for exposing
a truth that toppled the secular ‘religion’ of the deep left.”®

The secular “religion” of the Zionist left, as Barak called it, may indeed
have crumbled under the weight of Palestinian violence, but the core beliefs
of the radical left have only been strengthened by these developments. In his
preface to Real Time, a compilation of essays that appeared shortly after the
outbreak of the Second Intifada, philosopher Adi Ophir sought to enlighten

his readers as to the true source of the bloodshed:

By now, it is clear that ending the occupation is a necessary condition for
the reconciliation of the two nations, yet it is not sufficient; the conflict
between Jews and Palestinians did not begin with the occupation of 1967
and will not end when that occupation is abolished. Reconciliation will be
achieved only when a compromise is reached that incorporates the refu-
gees of 1948. The hope of a reconciliation with Israel’s Palestinian citizens
and of settling their status as equal citizens who are part of a recognized

national minority also depends on this issue.”

What Barak, and a large part of Israeli society, understood only after
the collapse of the July 2000 Camp David peace summit had been clear to
the radical lefe—and, ironically, to the right as well—for years.® Both camps

understood that the roots of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict lay not in the
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Israeli occupation of Judea, Samaria, and Gaza following the 1967 war, but
in the struggle waged between Arabs and Jews before the establishment of
the Jewish state—a struggle that culminated in the War of Independence
(or the Palestinian Nakba) of 1948. The conflict, consequently, cannot be
resolved through a territorial compromise over the 1967 borders, or some
such similar settlement. The Palestinians’ campaign against the occupation
is, in truth, only part of their all-out war against the “Zionist entity’—the
despised state that was born in sin and established on stolen land, that drove
out and dispossessed their families, that repressed their national aspirations
and subjected their people to discrimination and persecution. The radical
left, which adopts the Palestinian narrative without reservation, thus be-
lieves that if Israelis are truly interested in peace, they must stop deluding
themselves that the problem can be solved by simply handing over their
backyard to their neighbors. They must realize that the very foundations of
their house are rotten, and have been so from the start.

This position is forcefully articulated in sociologist Yehouda Shenhav’s
new book 7he Time of the Green Line. Here Shenhav, until recently an edi-
tor of the prestigious Israeli journal 7heory and Criticism, mounts an attack
on the “1967 paradigm,” which he considers “the primary mental block
currently preventing Israelis from confronting the conflict and its historical

roots.” In his own words:

Today, the division between “right,” “left,” and “center” is superficially
determined, and political alignments are ascertained almost exclusively by
one’s attitude toward the territories conquered by Israel in 1967: Those
who hold that these territories (or part of them) ought to be returned and
serve as a basis for a Palestinian state alongside Israel are considered to be
politically “left,” and vice versa.... The fact that the Green Line has been
practically and conceptually eliminated plays no part in the left’s political
thought and its solutions for ending the conflict. Though over forty years
have elapsed since that war, the liberal left still views the borders of June 4,
1967 as the imaginary boundaries of Israel. The post-1967 conquests and

West Bank settlements are seen as a temporary situation, an accident in
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Israel’s political history. The 1967 war created an agenda for the old Zion-
ist left, allowed it to relegate the (im)moral space to the other side of the
Green Line, thereby solidifying the situation created by the injustices of
1948 and rendering it irreversible. The fact that Israel engaged in colonial
practices well before 1967 (such as the martial law it enforced on its Arab
citizens) is thus denied, as is the fact that we are already living in a bi-

national society whose governing principle is based on apartheid policy.'’

Shenhav directs his argument at the Achilles” heel of the Zionist left: the
Green Line, which serves to distinguish “legitimate” Israel from the quag-
mire of the Palestinian territories. The Oslo accords, much like the unilateral
disengagement plan conceived after their colossal failure, were based on the
same erroneous concept of geographic separation between the “pure” land,
or the paradise lost of pre-1967 Israel, and the noxious occupied territories,
overrun by extremism, terror, and lawlessness. In reality, Shenhav argues,
this boundary does not exist, since the Zionist state oppresses, disinherits, and
exploits on both sides of the Green Line.

To Shenhav, the persistence of the 1967 paradigm is not the result of a
mere misreading of the map. Rather, the political fantasy on which it rests
endures precisely because it benefits a particular sector, one that enjoys (or
used to enjoy, until the very recent past) a hegemonic position in Israeli so-
ciety. This sector, according to Shenhav, is composed of “the liberal middle
class and a silent majority of professionals: technocrats, civil servants, state
attorney’s office employees, academics in the social sciences and humanities,
foreign ministry officials, retired army generals, and journalists—the major-
ity of Kadima, Labor, and Meretz voters.”'" Israel’s bourgeois hegemony
seeks to preserve the “Jewish colonial control between the Mediterranean
and the Jordan River” at any cost, perpetuating the socioeconomic, nation-
al, and gender-based gaps on which its power rests.'? Hence, this elite’s de-
mand to dismantle Jewish settlements in Judea and Samaria is nothing but a
detestable attempt to clear its conscience through collective exorcism, pro-

jecting the sins of the occupation onto the “evil” settlers. “Liberal thought
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based on the Green Line premise,” Shenhav claims, “has sanctioned and
legitimized the racist reality of the so-called Jewish-democratic state model;
it has denied the role of the secular state and liberal elites in the obscene
project of cleansing the land; and it has marked the settlers as the scapegoat
through which the elites can regain their moral stature.”"?

Suspicion of any attempt to assign political or moral validity to the
Green Line has become deeply rooted in radical discourse. Indeed, when
two of its most prominent theorists—Ariella Azoulay and the abovemen-
tioned Ophir—dared to propose an analysis distinguishing the occupation
of the Palestinian territories from the (for them, severely flawed) democratic
order that exists within Israel’s borders, they were met with a decidedly chilly
response from some of their colleagues.'* Their comprehensive work, 7his
Regime Which Is Not One: Occupation and Democracy Between the Sea and
the River, published in 2008, was the target of an acrimonious review in the
radical Israeli journal Mitaam. Geographer Oren Yiftachel accused Azoulay
and Ophir of joining the “circles of academic and public apologetics for
Israel’s existing regime.”"” The very description of the system of government
within the Green Line as a “democracy,” he maintained, proves that they,
too, have been deceived by the Zionist establishment’s “logic of separation.”
In contrast to the dual paradigm posited by Azoulay and Ophir, Yiftachel
argued that “Zionism, at different historical stages and, consequently, in
somewhat different ways, has subjected the entire Palestinian/Israeli realm
to the control of a single regime, whose guiding principle was the Judaiza-
tion of this space.... Anyone unable to conceive of this unity, to internalize
this unity, cannot deal with the success of the occupation, with its perpetu-
ation, within a governing system that produces subjects of a regime which is
one but pretends to be two.”*®

Although Yiftachel employs the term “occupation,” he clarifies that one
cannot properly understand its full meaning—or fight against the injustices
it denotes—without acknowledging that it represents a mere tip of the
iceberg, beneath which lurks a far more pernicious evil: a Jewish apartheid

regime masquerading as the only democracy in the Middle East. While the
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Zionist left is prepared not only to defend this system, but also to preserve
it through various separationist solutions (such as territorial concessions or
unilateral disengagement), the radical left views it as an irredeemable dis-
grace.

Yiftachel’s criticism of the “logic of separation” is certainly cogent, as
is the analysis suggested by Shenhav. Indeed, an increasing number of Is-
raelis are coming to understand that the conflict with Palestinian national
aspirations did not begin in 1967, and will not be resolved by simply with-
drawing to the state’s borders before that fateful year. So, too, the Zionist
left’s attitude toward the settlers, its eagerness to place all responsibility
for Israel’s corruption on their narrow shoulders, calls for political—and
psychological—criticism."” But replacing the “logic of separation” with the
“logic of equation” creates its own problems, some of which far outweigh
any faults we might find with the 1967 paradigm.

One such problem lies in the marking of 1948 as the turning point in
Jewish-Palestinian relations. This would appear to be the natural choice,
since it was in this year that the foundations of a Zionist state were laid on
the ruins of the local Arab communities. Nonetheless, such a choice follows
a regressive logic, the likes of which cannot be found even within the Zionist
lef’s demands for withdrawal. It stems, in large part, from a desire to turn
back the hand of time and “heal” the original trauma. At the same time,
however, it precludes any possibility of ever reaching a feasible agreement
with the Palestinians. After all, a return to 1948 as a way of making amends,
if only in part, for the injustices of the Nakba would also imply an accept-
ance in some form of the Palestinian “right of return.”'® Needless to say,
this proposal is met with fierce opposition from the vast majority of Israel’s
Jewish citizens, who perceive it, not unreasonably, as a recipe for national
suicide. Given the present reality, the radical left’s position is more intent on
reopening old wounds than it is on achieving a real breakthrough toward
reconciliation.

Yet the main problem with the “logic of equation” championed by

Shenhav, Yiftachel, and others (as opposed to Azoulay and Ophir) is that
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it blurs the substantial distinctions between two very different systems of
government. For these distinctions zre morally significant, and the deci-
sion to ignore them, or to present them as irrelevant, leads down a slippery
slope. Placing Israel’s democracy, for all of its shortcomings, in the same
category as the military rule in the territories diminishes the importance
of basic political and legal principles such as civic participation and human
rights. The status of Israeli Arabs, discriminated against as they may be, is
in no way similar to that of the Palestinians living across the Green Line.
Attempts to describe both groups as subjects of a single, oppressive regime
encompassing the entire region from the Mediterranean to the Jordan River
devalue the fundamental liberties ultimately enjoyed by 4/l Israeli citizens,
just as they detract from the very real suffering of those living in the occu-
pied territories.

The “logic of equation” is compelling because it is purist, and dangerous
because it is simplistic. The tendency to lump together tyrannies and democ-
racies, open and closed societies, ruthless persecution and relatively minor
discrimination is one of the most fatal flaws of radical discourse, both in Isra-
el and worldwide. Proponents of this discourse can easily distinguish “black”
from “white,” but are quite blind to the many shades of gray in between. It is

no wonder they feel as if they were trapped in perpetual darkness.

The Israeli radical left is often branded “post-Zionist.” This once-
fashionable term has become a hackneyed epithet, one that is fre-
quently misused. Some radicals have openly repudiated it, and for good
reason."” Their position is not post-Zionist, whatever that may mean, but
unabashedly anti-Zionist. Their rejection of the Jewish state is unequivocal
and absolute, their rhetoric vehement and angry.?® They denounce Israel
because they hold it to be a colonial nation-state that oppresses, in one way
or another, the vast majority of its subjects. Their criticism of Israel amounts
to an overwhelming negation, one that leaves the Zionist project not a trace

of legitimacy—or a shred of hope.
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Unlike the Zionist left, for which Israeli history is the story of a fall from
grace, the radical left believes the whole business was corrupt from the out-
set. It portrays Zionism as a colonial entity founded on the dispossession of
Palestine’s indigenous Arab population. Although similar accusations were
leveled at the Yishuv already in the 1920s (usually by communist activists*'),
their successful assimilation into contemporary academic discourse may be
attributed to “critical sociologists” such as Baruch Kimmerling and Gershon
Shafir.”* The late Kimmerling skillfully connected disparate dots when he
described the modern-day return to Zion, with all its unique attributes, as

part of a much wider, inherently reprehensible phenomenon:

The Israeli state is the last remnant of a European political and economic
culture that can no longer be found in its original form. This culture de-
fended the right (and perhaps even the obligation) of populations from the
Old Continent to immigrate from the densely populated Europe to fara-
way destinations, with or without the assistance of their home countries.
These immigrant groups established societies and even founded countries
at the expense of indigenous populations, often in their stead. This is how
the United States, Canada, all of South and Central America, Australia,
New Zealand, Rhodesia, white South Africa, and French Algeria were cre-
ated. This was the zeitgeist in which Zionism was born.??

According to Kimmerling, Shafir, and others, Zionism is tainted with
the stain of original sin, from which it can never be absolved. In their
view, the colonization of Palestine, in which European settlers seized na-
tive Arabs” land and drove them from the local workforce, lends the Jewish
presence in the region a patently immoral character. An abusive colonial
mentality is imprinted in the very foundations of the State of Israel, they
insist, and permeates the state’s policies and actions to this day. Historian
Gadi Algazi, for instance, lambastes the hegemony of “colonial capitalism,”
which is responsible, he believes, for the construction of the security fence
and its neighboring Jewish settlements. Against those who oppose the “oc-

cupation,” he claims, stands “a powerful alliance of state, political, and
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capitalist interests, well-off home-buyers, and those suffering real hardship:
large families looking for cheap housing or new immigrants dependent on
government subsidies and seeking social acceptance.”?*

Of course, there are many liberal democracies—countries, that is, that
grant equal rights to all citizens within their borders, regardless of ethnic
origin, religion, or gender—whose roots lie in European colonialism; the
United States is one prominent example. Israel, however, is an entirely
different story. Instead of adopting a universal and inclusive model of citi-
zenship, it defines itself as the state of the Jewish people. Israel’s politics of
identity are thus particular and exclusive—and have remained so despite
the growing liberalization of its culture since the 1970s. For the radical left,
this self-definition alone is enough to consign the Jewish state to the dark,
chauvinist, racist side of humanity. Historian Shlomo Sand, known for his
controversial book 7he Invention of the Jewish People,” outlines Israel’s gene-

alogy of evil in a 2004 work:

This national identity, which the Zionist movement had already begun to
formulate at the end of the nineteenth century, was based on an ethno-
religious or ethno-biological principle and was in many respects similar
to the German “volk” nationalism which served as its model. The proc-
ess of Zionist settlement in Mandatory Palestine conserved the ethnic-
exclusive defining parameters of the collective identity, parameters which
were strengthened by Hitler and his murderous project, and, ultimately,
formed the basis for the national definition of the State of Israel. Although
the Palestinians who remained within Israel’s borders after 1948 were
granted citizenship, the state, by the spirit of its laws, is not an open,
inclusive national “republic,” and certainly does not belong to all of its

Israeli citizens.?°

The description of Israel as a “volk” state modeled after (and clearly
inspired by) German nationalism is a view largely accepted by both radical-

left circles and the Arab parties with which they are aligned. In their view,

Israel’s self-identification as a Jewish state—reflected both in symbols such
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as the flag and the national anthem, and in legislation such as the Law of
Return (granting automatic citizenship to Jews and their descendants)—
relegates the country’s Arabs to the status of second-class citizens. Since
military rule over the Arab sector was abolished in 1966, Israeli Arabs—or
“Palestinian citizens,” as they are known in radical discourse—ostensibly
enjoy liberal political rights. However, to quote scholars Yoav Peled and
Gershon Shafir, they are actually “excluded from full citizenship in its re-
publican sense, i.e., from participating in the definition of the common
social good.”” Full citizenship, not just formally but also essentially, is a
privilege reserved for Jews. Palestinians on both sides of the Green Line are
the “other” whom the Zionist project will never be able to contain; their lot
in the Jewish state can only be one of continuous humiliation. Sociologist
Lev Grinberg, who accused Israel of “symbolic genocide” of the Palestinian
nation,”® draws on this analysis to claim that the regime operating within the
boundaries of the Green Line is no more than an “imagined democracy.”
His colleague Yiftachel prefers the term “ethnocracy.”*

The Palestinians, according to the radical left, may be the primary vic-
tims of the Jewish state, but they are hardly alone in their misfortune. They
have the dubious honor of heading a long list of groups and sectors similarly
crushed under the heel of the Zionist establishment. The Mizrahim (Se-
phardi Jews) who arrived in Israel in the 1950s, for example, are undoubted-
ly justified in protesting the degrading treatment they received at the hands
of the state. Yet for radical intellectuals and activists who identify themselves
as “New Mizrahim” or “Arab Jews,” this historical score is an inexhaustible
source of grievances against the “Ashkenazi hegemony,” and reinforces their
profound sense of solidarity with their Palestinian brethren.’' In the words

of poet and educator Sami Shalom Chetrit,

The radical novelty in the New Mizrahim’s critique is in viewing Mizra-
him... as the Jewish victims of the Ashkenazi Zionist revolution, after its
primary victims, the Palestinians, perceived by Zionism as its enemy. Miz-
rahim, according to this critique, were brought into the Zionist revolution

in circumstances over which they had no influence whatsoever, as masses
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for Zionism’s demographic-territorial struggle against the Palestinians, and
in order to form, despite themselves, the proletariat on which the modern

Israeli economy was built, the fruits of which they do not enjoy.>*

The complaints of discrimination against Sephardi Jews are hardly new,
and are certainly not without merit (at least with regard to the first three dec-
ades of the state). The radical Mizrahi agenda, however, does not end with the
demand for political, social, or economic equality. It aims, in the words of an-
thropologist Yossi Los, “to redefine Jewish nationalism——zhis time as part of the
Arab sphere in which we exist and not as an extension of neocolonial, conceited
Europe, or as yet another chapter in a tale of endless persecution.”*

Of course, no list of the victims of Zionism would be complete without
mention of the female sex. Although women have always been active in
the Jewish national movements, achieving positions of power and influ-
ence (one of them, it will be remembered, even became prime minister),
radical feminist critique portrays modern Zionism and the state it created
as mechanisms of patriarchal oppression. How this oppression plays out in

practice is eloquently explained by legal theorist Orit Kamir:

“Women’s equality” in Zionism and in Israel means, first and foremost,
“recognizing the right of the Jewish woman to participate in the Zion-
ist project in keeping with her place and her role in the Zionist political
worldview....” Accordingly, the Jewish man is destined to redeem the
desecrated homeland like a son returning to his mother; his mission is to
free the land from foreign occupiers, cultivate it, and restore it to its days
of yore. In addition to redeeming the motherland, these exploits are meant
to express, establish, and publicly proclaim the renewed Jewish manhood.
Concomitantly, the Jewish woman is expected to serve as the man’s help-
mate in this task: to assist him in conquering, building, and tending the
land, to help establish the renewed Jewish manhood, and to produce new

generations of Jewish males and raise them as such.**

From the standpoint of radical feminism, the Zionist movement is

thus guilty of turning the woman into a protomasculine figure, a passive
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birthing machine, and, above all, a junior partner in the aggressive campaign
to “redeem the homeland.” And, although Israeli women have undeniably
come a long way since those early days, they still live in a society defined
by oppressive masculine norms. The discrimination they suffer, both overt
and covert, pervades every area of life, from working conditions to the lan-
guage of preschool textbooks. And while the struggle to break free of the
chains binding female identity no doubt requires vast mental resources, this
does not prevent radical feminists from empathizing with other victims of
Zionism. Mizrahi feminists, for example, claim to be doubly discriminated
against, as do Palestinian and lesbian feminists.”> Hannah Safran, a lead-
ing activist in the “Coalition of Women for a Just Peace” and “Women in
Black,” proclaims that “our feminism is associated with the radical left be-
cause of our struggle against oppression. We know full well that one cannot
fight against one form of oppression while participating in another. We do
not see why we shouldn’t be able to fight more than one form of oppression
at the same time.”*®

Safran is right, of course. If we would for a moment adopt the radical
point of view, we would have to concede that the Jewish state #s providing
the opponents of oppression with an awful lot against which to protest. After
all, it has, at one time or another, trampled underfoot the ultra-Orthodox,
the working classes, the Jews of the diaspora, the homosexuals, the disabled,
the elderly, the foreign workers, the Holocaust survivors, the former Soviet
Union immigrants—and the list goes on, growing longer each year. Con-
sidering these copious injustices, one can understand why some of the more
conscientious Israelis would find Zionist leftism, with all its misgivings and
uncertainties, deficient. The radical option, free of all doubts and equivoca-
tions, seems a much more appealing choice.

Such an alternative also coincides with the prevailing moral climate
of Israel in particular and the West in general. Art critic Robert Hughes
dubbed this climate a “culture of complaint,” implying that the veneration
of victimhood has become something of an obsession in contemporary

public life.”” Perhaps the most pronounced expression of this phenomenon
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is radical identity politics, which seeks to give a voice to the oppressed, but
in truth amount to little more than a cacophony of grievances. Instead of
encouraging activism inspired by genuine confidence and pride in one’s
identity, it nurses feelings of entitlement and frustration. Sadly, the cult
of the victim may be more than a passing trend. It may portend a much
deeper cultural shift, one that replaces the enlightened modern subject, who
celebrated man’s ability to govern the world through his reason and his will,
with the helpless, fragmented postmodern subject, who perceives himself
as a passive and insignificant pawn in the brutal game of vastly superior
forces.

Either way, political obsession with victimhood is greatly enfeebling.
Because the would-be victim is so steeped in self-pity and resentment to-
ward authority, he would not know what to do with political power even
if he were to obtain it. His natural place is on the sidelines, and there he
desires to remain, deriving his legitimacy from his sense of unjust marginali-
zation. American poet Maya Angelou warned of this debilitating state when
she wrote about “the holiness of always being the injured party.” “When ac-
cess to a better life has been denied often enough, and successfully enough,”

she said, “one can use the rejection as an excuse to cease all efforts.”*®

As we have seen, the radical left entertains a host of complaints against
the particularistic character of the State of Israel. And yet its criticism
is grounded in a fundamentally universal sentiment: a profound suspicion
of the modern state as such. There is nothing new about such a sentiment;
political radicalism, especially in its anarchist fringes, has espoused it for
years. However, we must recall that until recently a great number of radicals
invested extravagant hopes in the ability of the state—the Socialist state, of
course—to cure all mankind’s ills. The awakening from the utopian dream
of a communist “paradise” following the collapse of the Soviet Union swung
the pendulum sharply in the other direction. As opposed to the social-

democratic left, which clings to its belief in public welfare systems, the
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majority of today’s radicals—including those of the Marxist variety—are
extremely distrustful of the state and its institutions.

In this respect, radicals give voice to claims that are, ironically, re-
markably similar to those expressed by classical liberals (on the surface, at
least). A telling example is provided by Azoulay. In an essay in which she
professes her urge to run over the Israeli flag with her car on Independence
Day, Azoulay writes: “I remember the day I noticed the violence manifest
in the ubiquitous flags. That was the day I understood what I had already
known, that the event even I referred to as ‘Independence Day’ marked, in
fact, a day of calamity for others (in Hebrew, the term Nakba was not yet
in use). The public, flagrant display of the flag, ignoring the gaze of those
others, seemed to me a show of intolerable conceit.”* Azoulay opposes the
very notion of “identifying the interests of a separatist collective that seized
political control—the Jewish collective—with the state.”” For her, the Zi-
onist regime adds insult to injury when it attempts to persuade its citizens
to view it as their representative, to feel themselves part of it, to regard it as
an object of desire rather than a mere political instrument. In so doing, the

state crosses a dangerous line:

Modern citizenship, that which can still be salvaged from the permanent
harm inflicted by the nation-state and whose ideal contours can be recon-
structed, was born precisely of the need to protect the subject from the
government and limit the latter’s power, to separate the two by a distance
which the governing power must not cross. Even though it is difficult to
define a standard, fixed measure for this distance, it needs to be defined
in principle. This principle is the uniformity of the distance between ruler
and ruled, so that it is no greater nor lesser than the distance maintained

between the ruler and all its subjects.”’

John Locke and John Stuart Mill would no doubt have concurred with
this observation. But where liberal theory expresses a healthy concern over

state coercion, the radical left exhibits outright panic. Its conception of the

state and its power leaves little room for hope that its subjects will indeed
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be able to preserve some distance from the clutches of authority. Adi Ophir,
who together with Azoulay has published some of the most important trea-

tises on anti-Zionism, paints a particularly disturbing picture:

The modern state is a totalizing structure: It demands the right to absolute
supervision of a territory, a population, and anything that takes place on
that territory and within that population. The state constantly perfects the
mechanisms that allow for such supervision. Its ability to collect, sort, and
process detailed information about subjects and people—about each and
every individual and entire populaces—is continuously growing, invading
more and more areas of life, bypassing legal barriers on the one hand and
legalizing new aspects of reality on the other. The state’s ability to intervene
through law, police, and regulatory systems in all that takes place within its

boundaries is almost without limits, other than those it places on itself. 2

Ophir here follows in the footsteps of modern critical theorists such
as Max Weber, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Louis Althusser, and
Michel Foucault, who described, each in his own way, the various strategies
by which the modern state imposes its authority not only over its citizens’
bodies, but also their minds. Of course, contemporary scholarship no
longer views the state as a monolithic system or pyramid-like hierarchical
structure, from the top of which a single sovereign commands all. Instead,
it is seen as a complex network of power centers that act in conjunction
with, independently of, or even in conflict with one another. And yet, in
the final analysis, the control exercised by the system of government as a
whole—usually at the expense of its subjects’ autonomy—grows dramati-
cally with time. Nowhere is this more evident than in the “imperialism of
law”:* In an essay attacking the judicial activism of the Israeli Supreme
Court, legal theorist Ronen Shamir explains, “Not only does the law cover
more and more spheres of social activity, but its language is also changing
so as to allow judges to act as a ‘council of sages—those who, in the name
of their wisdom, appropriate the authority to determine what is normal,

proper, ideal, or accepted.”*
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The encroaching colonization of life by the law presents more than a
few causes for concern, and not only among those affiliated with the radical
left. Inclusive and overreaching as it may be, however, the law cannot con-
strain the power of the modern state—specifically, its power to harm. Over
the past few years, radical theorists have shown great interest in the notion
of the “state of emergency,” particularly in light of the new situation that
arose in the West following 9/11. In this context, radical thinkers frequently
quote German jurist Carl Schmitt, who, ironically, was a member of the
Nazi Party and a reactionary Catholic. In his seminal 1922 work Political
Theology, Schmitt asserts that the true test of sovereignty is not the enforce-
ment of a constitutional order during times of peace, but rather the state of
emergency, when “the state suspends the law in the exception on the basis
of its right of self-preservation.”* When such a situation is declared by the
sovereign in the face of an either external or internal threat, the state may
employ special means to protect its security—even to the point of severely
infringing upon formal principles of justice or basic civil liberties. Put sim-
ply, if the state is to survive, it has no choice. Legal norms, however, are
expected to be reinstated once the threat subsides. Yet according to radical
theorists such as Giorgio Agamben, Judith Butler, Slavoj Zizek, Michael
Hardt, and Antonio Negri, the global war on terror has provided Western
countries, most notably the United States under the Bush Administration,
with a pretext for turning this “exception” into the rule. Thus a new, op-
pressive world order has been created, enabling governments to monitor
their populations, spy on those suspected of “hostile activity,” arrest and
incarcerate them without benefit of trial, and sometimes even make them
“disappear.”*® Yehouda Shenhav’s apocalyptic warning expresses these con-

cerns explicitly:

The state of emergency that is currently in place in Western democracies
has become a permanent working paradigm.... This paradigm’s takeover
is a recipe for the collapse of these societies as democracies, and for the
continued deterioration of the rule of law into a frightening darkness.

These countries will become breeding grounds for terrorism and will
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themselves become terrorist entities.... The state of emergency will not
stop with the “enemy,” but will permeate society at every level and in every

institution, making it patently undemocratic.?

Shenhav claims that the heated debate over the state of emergency
has caused “a fascinating shift in the epistemological foundation of criti-
cal theory.... Instead of focusing on liberation from control, it has turned
its attention to what is perceived as the diametric opposite of control:
abandonment.”* In their discussion of this issue, radical academics of-
ten refer to the work of Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, whose
celebrated book Homo Sacer posits that we live in an age in which the
“camp”—the death camp, the concentration camp, the refugee camp,
even the airport terminal where asylum-seeking foreigners congregate—
has become the hidden matrix of modern politics. The inhabitants of these
camps lead “bare” lives: Deprived of any rights and legal protections, and
exposed to the arbitrary violence of the sovereign, they are left with nothing
but their naked biological existence. According to Agamben, this is the fate
awaiting us all under the new, global state of emergency, in which there is
no significant difference between regimes that appear to respect civil liber-
ties and those that outrightly violate them: “Only within a biopolitical ho-
rizon will it be possible to decide whether the categories whose opposition
founded modern politics (right/left, private/public, absolutism/democracy,
etc.)—and which have been steadily dissolving, to the point of entering
today into a real zone of indistinction—will have to be abandoned or will,
instead, eventually regain the meaning they lost in that very horizon.”*

Claiming that liberal democracies are essentially “indistinct” from
totalitarian dictatorships is a provocative theoretical move that more
cautious intellectuals, such as Shenhav and Ophir, are careful to qualify.
Still, they agree that the “providential state,” in the familiar legal-
bureaucratic-democratic sense, and the “abandoning state” (or, as Ophir
calls it, the “catastrophic state”) to which Agamben refers are, in fact, two

sides of the same coin. Ophir writes,
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In the twentieth century, these two state models have become indistin-
guishable from one another. The term that perhaps best connects these
two models and demonstrates how closely they are associated is “security.”
For all or part of the citizen body, security is a form of supervision. The
state does everything to prevent threats to its security, thereby spreading
extremely tight networks of supervision. These networks are a catastrophe
for some citizens, or for a large group of non-citizens who are within the
state’s range of control or harm. These are not citizens of other countries,
but individuals who have no other effective citizenship, their status as non-
citizens defining their relation to the state, as well as the state’s relation to
them. The lives of non-citizens can be abandoned; their lives are exposed.

“Our” security is “their” calamity.”

Ophir’s point is clear: A state that “does everything to prevent threats
to its security” becomes, almost inevitably, a monstrous power. On the one
hand, it spreads “extremely tight networks of supervision” that subject its
citizens to various mechanisms of surveillance and control whose purpose is
“the disciplines of the body and the regulation of population,” in the words
of Michel Foucault.’® On the other hand, it forsakes the lives of non-citizens
within its area of influence—terrorizing them without legal restrictions, de-
priving them of its protection, abandoning them to natural disasters and
man-made catastrophes.’® According to the radical critique, these are the
two options that define the modern state’s range of action, and though all
people would certainly prefer life under the watchful eye of the bureaucrat
to life under the guard tower spotlight, this is a choice not between good
and evil, but between different degrees of oppression.

In view of the menacing omnipresence of the state, radical thought
seeks to create a realm of political activity that is free from the hold of the
governing powers. This activity is always a form of “resistance,” of curbing
state intervention or exposing the evils it tries to conceal. In contrast to
liberal politics, which aims to check state authority from within the gov-
ernmental system itself, radicals, who place no faith in the establishment,

seek to challenge this system from the outside, to create a “political” sphere
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that is not subject to—and actively works to undermine—"“politics” in its
institutional sense.’® Such logic precludes any attempt to participate in the
public process that shapes the state’s political and legal agendas. The radical
approach is not interested in either creating a new order or rectifying the old
one; its sole concern is the deconstruction and subversion of the status quo.
Foucault, for example, asserted that the political was born out of “resist-
ance to governmentality, the first uprising, the first wrestling.”* Similarly,
Jacques Ranciére, one of the most quoted philosophers in this context, de-
fined politics as a “disruption” of the police order.”> And, in the same anti-
statist vein, Agamben says that “The novelty of the coming politics is that
it will no longer be a struggle for the conquest or control of the State, but a
struggle between the State and the non-State (humanity).”*

The fact that the state is not the only actor in the political arena, that it
shares its power with other local and international entities (corporations,
NGOs, international institutions, and, unfortunately, guerilla armies and
terrorist organizations), does indeed allow for non-state and even anti-
state political action. Nevertheless, the state is still the main authority in
modern public life and, to a growing extent, in the private sphere as well.
Moreover, its dominance is showing no signs of decline. There is therefore
something almost pathetic about the politics of “resistance” advocated
by the radicals: Despite its grandiose aspirations, its scope of activity is
limited to the increasingly narrow spaces in which the state has either no
interest or no ability to exercise power. In most cases, radicals cannot but
negotiate with the state, or at least benefit from the freedom accorded to
them by the authorities’ policy of non-intervention.”” Given these condi-
tions, radical discourse may pride itself on its revolutionary fervor, but as
long as it does not cross the line into actual violence, it is, as far as the
hegemonic order is concerned, little more than a nuisance, a mosquito

bite on the back of the Leviathan.
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The extreme frustration of the Israeli radical left is thus understandable,
as is the direction in which it is headed. To be sure, its activists are
not idle: They stand side by side with Palestinians at demonstrations, scuf-
fle with IDF soldiers at checkpoints and with border police by the security
fence, organize “alternative” events in protest of national holidays, and
mount “political art” exhibits. The anti-Zionist intelligentsia, limited in size
yet vocal and determined, publishes numerous books and essays, document-
ing obsessively what it considers to be the crimes of the Zionist establish-
ment and occupation forces. There is, however, something misleading about
this flurry of activity. Though it creates an impression of deep involvement
in the local public sphere, its underlying motivation actually serves to dis-
tance it from that sphere. The vanguard of radical resistance to the Jewish
state is not interested in taking part in the Israeli milieu, even as an opposi-
tion. It has given up on it, and is looking for a way out.

This attitude translates into various forms of detachment, conscien-
tious objection being one of the most obvious. Although many objectors
and their supporters insist that they are loyal, committed citizens who are
opposed only to military service in the “occupied territories,” the phenom-
enon, as described by some of its prominent representatives, betrays a sense
of defiance against Israeli society at large. Haggai Matar, a radical activist
sentenced in 2004 to a year in prison for refusing to serve in the IDE is

convinced that the utter depravity of that society had left him no choice:

I can wholeheartedly declare that Israel has reached an unprecedented
moral low. This extreme deterioration began with “Barak’s generous of-
fers,” which were but another attempt at forcing a unilateral agreement
upon the Palestinian people. Today, militarization and racism among the
Jewish population has reached a fascist level. The repression of critical
thinking, the total acceptance of the occupation’s crimes, the idoliza-
tion of the army and the gradual acceptance of the principle of “ethnic
cleansing”—all these constitute only part of our society’s collapse. To this

list one should add the systematic mistreatment of the Palestinian citizens
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of Israel, the hateful violence addressed at peace demonstrators, and the
heartless attitude towards the abnormal and the weak. With all these,
refuse to cooperate... At home I learnt of oppression and justice. At the face

of such evil as one may find here and now, there is no other way.”®

Matar’s impassioned revulsion does not end with his refusal to enlist
in the “occupying army.” He is appalled by the “evil” that has spread into
every corner of Israeli society and is determined to extricate himself from
this corrupt system entirely, opposing it from the outside. A similar tone
pervades the diatribe of the poet and publicist Yitzhak Laor against mili-

tary service:

The time has come to address the misdeeds taking place here, those com-
mitted by the state and its army against those it rules, including soldiers in-
fected with a vicious virus, all with the approval of a collective unmatched
in the democratic world. All the atrocities committed by the IDF always
take place under the purview of “the compulsory conscription law,” which
is not only a law in the sense of income tax or driving on the right side
of the road, but is a sanctified commandment. Only “crazies” do not go
to the army, do not dip their hands into the ceremonial blood. This is the
supreme, traditional norm of Israeli society, and it covers up everything,
both in denial and in acceptance of one’s punishment.

Not only does the entire system—education, the army, the Shin Bet
and, of course, the media and literature—rule out any talk of struggle or of
being sane and not belonging, it even rejects the possibility that something
within it is fundamentally immoral.>

If Israel is in truth a “collective unmatched in the democratic world,” a
ruthless society that subjects its youth to a bloody rite of passage, then “not
belonging” becomes the only rational and moral alternative. The logic of
conscientious objection, according to both Laor and Matar, stems less from
a desire to protest and more from a decision to exclude oneself altogether.
And since military service is still largely regarded as the essence of “Israeli-

ness,” the supreme civic norm of Israeli society, refusing to take part in it
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is perhaps the most blatant act of voluntarily exclusion, of angrily turning
one’s back on one’s state.

The same motivation stands behind Israeli anti-Zionists’ endorsements
of international attempts to boycott their country. Such support, which has
enraged many an Israeli, attests to the utter aversion these radicals feel to-
ward the Jewish state, believing it to be beyond the point of self-correction.
Ilan Pappé, a controversial “new historian,” explained in a 2005 interview in

Haarerz why he is in favor of blacklisting local academia:

'The Zionist left is not my milieu. My milieu is the Palestinian milieu. My
milieu is the progressive and leftist international milieu. I've reached the
conclusion, though I could be wrong, that there is no chance that a sig-
nificant movement that would end the occupation will arise from within
the State of Israel. There isn’t, and it doesn’t matter how many good people
there are in Israel. If we wait for an effective movement to end the occupa-
tion, what will happen in the end is the total destruction of the Palestinian
people.... It may be that my way has no chance either. It may be that the
Palestinians are doomed to extinction, but I don’t want to live as someone
who didnt do all he could to stop this. And the only thing that can stop

Israel is outside pressure.*’

The yearning for foreign intervention, for a sort of deus ex machina that
will put an end to their country’s criminal conduct, plays an increasingly
important role in the dreams of Israeli radicals. Most international initia-
tives, however, do not come close to meeting their expectations; some have
even been criticized as providing indirect assistance to the Israeli occupier.
In his 2007 book, Hollow Land: Israels Architecture of Occupation, architect
Eyal Weizman complains that the United States and Europe, in agreeing to
allocate vast funds for the rehabilitation of the Palestinian Authority, have
“effectively released Israel from its responsibilities according to international
law.”®! In the same spirit, he remarks that the efforts of UNRWA (the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East)

to renovate Palestinian refugee camps and build permanent housing, roads,
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and sewage infrastructures inadvertently played into the hands of the Israeli
armed forces. “By taking responsibility for the well-being and maintenance
of architecture in a situation of ongoing conflict, UNRWA’s planning pro-
gram was exposed to one of the more obvious cases of the ‘humanitarian
paradoxX—namely, that humanitarian help may end up serving the oppress-
ing power,” he writes.®*

If fantasies of severing the Gordian knot of the occupation (and then,
ideally, bringing down the apartheid Zionist state) by means of exter-
nal pressure acquire at times an apocalyptic character; if that longed-for
scenario involves the crushing defeat of the IDF by armed international
forces—as was the case with the Serbian militias or Saddam Hussein’s Baa-
thist thugs—Israeli radicals generally refrain from voicing such aspirations
publicly. As a rule, open support for a violent struggle against the Jewish
state is a red line that even the most extreme of anti-Zionists are careful not
to cross.® They deride the accusations of treason often hurled at them, even
as they find new and creative means of pushing the envelope. For example,
shortly after the outbreak of the Second Intifada, which claimed the lives of
over a thousand Israeli citizens and many more Palestinians, literary critic
Hannan Hever stated the following in an essay published in the Rea/ Time

anthology:

It is precisely in order to serve his people... that the Israeli-Jewish intel-
lectual is required to forsake his place among them. To do so, he is pushed
into a corner that the right wing has already defined as treason. What
critical position, then, can the intellectual adopt in the present situa-
tion of the Second Intifada? As Jean-Paul Sartre stated, the intellectual’s
critical position is the place where his particular and universal positions
stand in stark contradiction to one another—the contradiction between
the particularity of being a part of the Jewish-Israeli people and the uni-
versalist stance that recognizes the justice of the Palestinians’ claim and
sympathizes with their feelings and expectations. From this emerges the
conflict between he who continues to obey the particularist commandment

to identify with one’s own people who are at war with the Palestinians, and
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he who supports the Palestinians’ position and is prepared to justify their

turn to violence.®

Hever solves the conflict between a particularist allegiance to one’s
people and a universalist commitment to justice by claiming that the
“Israeli-Jewish intellectual,” in turning his back on his country, actually
serves the interests of his people—although they, in their shortsightedness,
label him a traitor. For the radical intellectual, the decision to adopt a uni-
versalist point of view means justifying Palestinian violence as “the final
step toward liberation from Israeli occupation.”® Journalist Gideon Levy is
even more pronounced in his support for the Palestinian struggle. “Israelis,”
he declares in an essay published in the same anthology, “understand only
force. They change their positions only under pressure, preferably violent
and bloody, and they have never conceded, nor altered a position, half a
position, a quarter of a position, without being subjected to force.... Since
the Yom Kippur War of 1973 and until the Christmas of 2000, not only
did violence, ultimately, pay off for the Arabs, but Israelis have proven to
them that it is the only recourse available to them if they desire freedom,
independence, liberty, or the repossession of the territories taken from
them—by force, of course.”®

Anyone searching the Israeli radicals” positions for a systematic ideologi-
cal agenda (beyond that of merely delegitimizing Zionism) is likely to be
puzzled by the intensity of their solidarity with the Palestinians. After all,
leading the Palestinian struggle against Israel are either the corrupt Fatah
nationalists or the Hamas religious fundamentalists—not exactly the stuff
of which an enlightened and progressive community is made. Yet in the
case of Israel, as in that of the West in general, the radicals’ readiness to
sanction the acts of tyrants and terrorists stems not from any real solidarity
with the enemy, but rather from their overwhelming aversion to the soci-
ety in which they live—an aversion that often results in outright support
for terrorist violence. French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, whom Hever

quotes, applauded the Third World “freedom fighters” responsible for the
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massacre of European settlers. In his preface to Frantz Fanon’s 7he Wretched
of the Earth (1961) Sartre spewed invective at his French brethren and the
Western world at large: “Today, the native populations reveal their true
nature, and at the same time our exclusive ‘club’ reveals its weakness—that
it’s neither more nor less than a minority. Worse than that: Since the others
become men in name against us, it seems that we are the enemies of man-
kind; the élite shows itself in its true colors—it is nothing more than a gang.
Our precious sets of values begin to molt; on closer scrutiny you won't see
one that isn’t stained with blood.”®’ Is there any radical leftist in Israel who
would not wholeheartedly endorse these words?

Considering their relatively small numbers, Israeli anti-Zionists do an
impressive job of rocking the boat. Yet their opposition to military service,
their support for international boycotts, and their willingness to defend the
violent actions of their country’s worst enemies prove that the banner of
“resistance” raised by these radicals effectively positions them ousside Israeli
society. Many have chosen this position out of a genuine sense of moral
revulsion, while others believe it to be the only plausible course of action.
Either way, the end result is the same: The radical left has given up on the
possibility of effecting change from within. In light of the direction in
which it is currently heading, it is not at all implausible that in the future it

will give up on the possibility of change altogether.

It is not easy to be a radical in Israel. Such an individual probably feels as
though he lives in the heart of darkness, a citizen of a country
conceived in sin whose history is but a narrative of heinous crimes and
injustices, and whose very existence is an insult to morality. For the radical,
Israel is not only a corrupt society. It is a blot on the world map. No law, no
careful, incremental process of political reform from within can solve the
problem that is the Jewish state. To deal with such extreme evil, extreme

measures must be taken. “The lie masking the occupation,” write Azoulay
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and Ophir, “is interwoven into the very fabric of cultural and social life.
It relies on a twisted perception of reality, a perversion that is constantly
growing, an inherent blindness that continues from generation to genera-
tion. Today’s lie is the plow that prepares the ground for tomorrow’s new
atrocities.” Their conclusion is unequivocal: “In order to stop the lie, the
occupation regime must be uprooted. In order to uproot the occupation
regime, the Israeli regime must be changed.”®® The occupation, the Zion-
ist government, Israeli society—all are bound up in a stinking mass that
must be wiped off the face of the earth, one way or another.

Israeli anti-Zionists have differing ideas about the kind of society they
would like to replace the current Jewish ethnocracy. Some of them support
the model of a “state of all its citizens,” while others call for a “binational
state” or a kind of multicultural democracy.® Everyone, however, is keenly
aware that the road leading to that destination is long—so long, in fact, that
it seems downright impossible. Azoulay and Ophir confess that the change
for which they call is “utopian of the sort that Marx criticized: It does not in-
clude a sufficiently detailed account of the historical process that might lead
to it, and it is not based on an identification of the forces and interests that
will set such a process in motion.””® Shenhav, in the same spirit, writes: “The
political process of turning back the clock to 1948 is necessary if only for the
purpose of containing the Palestinian trauma of 1948, which never healed
and continues to demand a price.” But, in the same breath, Shenhav notes
that his proposal is a “utopia whose chances of being realized are slim.””!

Critics of Israeli radicals usually dismiss their arguments as the patho-
logical ravings of self-hating Jews. The opinions of Shenhav, Ophir, Hever,
Levy, and their associates, however, are born not out of disgust, but despair.
The indignation to which they give voice—and which raises the ire of their
fellow citizens—reveals, when all is said and done, their sheer helplessness
in the face of what they perceive to be an evil closing in on them from all
sides. Azoulay candidly confesses the sense of futility she felt after delivering

a speech at an event marking “Nakba Day” in Tel Aviv:

SPRING §770 / 2010 * 85



The hall was filled with participants, the discussion after the talk was stim-
ulating, and yet I left fecling distressed. This was not an unfamiliar feeling
to me. I have felt it before, at home and outdoors. I am not entirely certain
how to interpret it, but it seems to me it was connected to the insignifi-
cance of the things I had said, an insignificance that inevitably marked
them as a mere provocation. Though they were delivered in a sympathetic
“echo chamber” of people gathered on Israel’s Independence Day to mark
the Nakba, I felt like someone who had once again taken on the somewhat
ludicrous role of the provocateur. All I wanted to do was jump over the

security gates, burrow into my office, and close the shades.”?

Azoulay’s impulse to steal away into the safety of a familiar work-
place—or an “echo chamber” filled with other like-minded people—is
not unique to her political circle. It has come increasingly to charac-
terize the state of Western radicalism at the dawn of the twenty-first
century. If the revolutionary movements of the not-so-distant past
were characterized by a political messianism that promised to establish
an egalitarian Eden on earth, their contemporary counterparts subsist
more on self-righteous rage than on any real hope. Secular religion,
which set its sights on a better future, has been replaced by a Gnos-
tic metaphysics that views the entire world—especially those societies
governed by global capitalism—as one big prison. Like the Gnostic
believers of early centuries who viewed themselves as Kosmou apallo-
triousthai (strangers to the cosmos), turning their backs on the world
because they believed it to be the wicked product of a malevolent deity,
so have many radicals today succumbed to the charms of detachment.”
The Slovenian intellectual, cultural critic, and anti-establishmentarian
provocateur Slavoj Zizek, for example, holds that any form of public in-

volvement constitutes collaboration with the detested status quo:

The threat today is not passivity, but pseudo-activity, the urge to ‘be active,
to ‘participate,’ to mask the nothingness of what goes on. People intervene
all the time to ‘do something’; academics participate in meaningless

debates and so on. The truly difficult thing is to step back, to withdraw.
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Those in power often prefer even a ‘critical’ participation, a dialogue, to
silence—just to engage us in ‘dialogue,” to make sure our ominous passiv-
ity is broken. The voters’ abstention is thus a true political act: It forcefully
confronts us with the vacuity of today’s democracies. If one means by vio-
lence a radical upheaval of the basic social relation then, crazy and tasteless
as it may sound, the problem with historical monsters who slaughtered
millions was that they were not violent enough. Sometimes doing nothing

is the most violent thing to do.”4

The problem with the type of non-involvement Zizek advocates is
that it is simply not an option for any man of conscience. The radical left
prides itself on its purism, on its unwillingness to compromise its princi-
ples. By drifting to the outskirts of the society whose corruption it derides,
however, it renders itself morally irrelevant. After all, if the “occupation”
really does commit atrocities—and even outspoken right wingers would
concede that the military rule over the Palestinians inflicts undue suffer-
ing on innocent civilians—then surely this entails an obligation to take
action. A soldier positioned at a military checkpoint who does his best to
spare the passing populace whatever aggravation and humiliation he can
contributes far more to the preservation of basic humanity than any con-
scientious objector. Likewise, a prominent scholar who uses his standing
to foster, rather then sever, ties between his country and the global intel-
lectual community will only help expand the political and moral horizons
of the local academic elite.

If something is rotten in the State of Israel, then it must be dealt with—
an endeavor that requires involvement, perseverance, and patience, and
sometimes also the willingness to bend and compromise. The work can be
tedious, draining, and unrewarding—but it is vital. Unfortunately, radicals
are all too reluctant to get down in the trenches. They would rather criticize

from the safety of their perch above.

Assaf Sagiv is editor-in-chief of AZURE.
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