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Critique of Desmond Tutu and Neve Gordon
Uri Avnery, October 14, 2010 — Gush Shalom Website

info@gush-shalom.org

How much did the boycott of South Africa actually contribute to the fall of the racist
regime? This week | talked with Desmond Tutu about this question, which has been on

my mind for a long time.

No one is better qualified to answer this question than he. Tutu, the South African
Anglican archbishop and Nobel prize laureate, was one of the leaders of the fight against
apartheid and, later, the chairman of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission which
investigated the crimes of the regime. This week he visited Israel with the “Elders”, an
organization of elder statesmen from all over the world set up by Nelson Mandela.

The matter of the boycott came up again this week after an article by Dr. Neve Gordon
appeared in the Los Angeles Times {1}, calling for a world-wide boycott of Israel. He
cited the example of South Africa to show how a world-wide boycott could compel Israel
to put an end to the occupation, which he compared to the apartheid regime.

| have known and respected Neve Gordon for many years. Before becoming a lecturer
at Ben Gurion University in Beersheba, he organized many demonstrations against the
Separation Wall in the Jerusalem area, in which I, too, took part.

| am sorry that | cannot agree with him this time — neither about the similarity with South
Africa nor about the efficacy of a boycott of Israel.

There are several opinions about the contribution of the boycott to the success of the
anti-apartheid struggle. According to one view, it was decisive. Another view claims its
impact was marginal. Some believe that it was the collapse of the Soviet Union that was
the decisive factor. After that, the US and its allies no longer had any reason for support
the regime in South Africa, which until then had been viewed as a pillar of the world-wide
struggle against Communism.

“The boycott was immensely important,” Tutu told me. “Much more than the armed
struggle.”

It should be remembered that, unlike Mandela, Tutu was an advocate of non-violent
struggle. During the 28 years Mandela languished in prison, he could have walked free
at any moment, if he had only agreed to sign a statement condemning “terrorism”. He
refused.

“The importance of the boycott was not only economic,” the archbishop explained, “but
also moral. South Africans are, for example, crazy about sports. The boycott, which
prevented their teams from competing abroad, hit them very hard. But the main thing
was that it gave us the feeling that we are not alone, that the whole world is with us. That
gave us the strength to continue.”



To show the importance of the boycott he told me the following story: In 1989, the
moderate white leader, Frederic Willem de Klerk, was elected President of South Africa.
Upon assuming office he declared his intention to set up a multiracial regime. “I called to
congratulate him, and the first thing he said was: Will you now call off the boycott?”

It seems to me that Tutu’s answer emphasizes the huge difference between the South
African reality at the time and ours today.

The South African struggle was between a large majority and a small minority. Among a
general population of almost 50 million, the Whites amounted to less than 10%. That
means that more than 90% of the country’s inhabitants supported the boycott, in spite of
the argument that it hurt them, too.

In Israel, the situation is the very opposite. The Jews amount to more than 80% of
Israel’s citizens, and constitute a majority of some 60% throughout the country between
the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River. 99.9% of the Jews oppose a boycott on
Israel.

They will not feel the “the whole world is with us”, but rather that “the whole world is
against us”.

In South Africa, the world-wide boycott helped in strengthening the majority and steeling
it for the struggle. The impact of a boycott on Israel would be the exact opposite: it would
push the large majority into the arms of the extreme right and create a fortress mentality
against the “anti-Semitic world”. (The boycott would, of course, have a different impact
on the Palestinians, but that is not the aim of those who advocate it.)

Peoples are not the same everywhere. It seems that the Blacks in South Africa are very
different from the Israelis, and from the Palestinians, too. The collapse of the oppressive
racist regime did not lead to a bloodbath, as could have been predicted, but on the
contrary: to the establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Committee. Instead of
revenge, forgiveness. Those who appeared before the commission and admitted their
misdeeds were pardoned. That was in tune with Christian belief, and that was also in
tune with the Jewish Biblical promise: “Whoso confesseth and forsaketh [his sins] shall
have mercy.” (Proverbs 28:13)

| told the bishop that | admire not only the leaders who chose this path but also the
people who accepted it.

One of the profound differences between the two conflicts concerns the Holocaust.
Centuries of pogroms have imprinted on the consciousness of the Jews the conviction
that the whole world is out to get them. This belief was reinforced a hundredfold by the
Holocaust. Every Jewish Israeli child learns in school that “the entire world was silent”
when the six million were murdered. This belief is anchored in the deepest recesses of
the Jewish soul. Even when it is dormant, it is easy to arouse it.

(That is the conviction which made it possible for Avigdor Lieberman, last week, to
accuse the entire Swedish nation of cooperating with the Nazis, because of one idiotic
article in a Swedish tabloid.)



It may well be that the Jewish conviction that “the whole world is against us” is irrational.
But in the life of nations, as indeed in the life of individuals, it is irrational to ignore the
irrational.

The Holocaust will have a decisive impact on any call for a boycott of Israel. The leaders
of the racist regime in South Africa openly sympathized with the Nazis and were even
interned for this in World War Il. Apartheid was based on the same racist theories as
inspired Adolf Hitler. It was easy to get the civilized world to boycott such a disgusting
regime. The Israelis, on the other hand, are seen as the victims of Nazism. The call for a
boycott will remind many people around the world of the Nazi slogan “Kauft nicht bei
Juden!” — don’t buy from Jews.

That does not apply to every kind of boycott. Some 11 years ago, the Gush Shalom
movement, in which | am active, called for a boycott of the product of the settlements. Its
intention was to separate the settlers from the Israeli public, and to show that there are
two kinds of Israelis. The boycott was designed to strengthen those Israelis who oppose
the occupation, without becoming anti-Israeli or anti-Semitic. Since then, the European
Union has been working hard to close the gates of the EU to the products of the settlers,
and almost nobody has accused it of anti-Semitism.

One of the main battlefields in our fight for peace is Israeli public opinion. Most Israelis
believe nowadays that peace is desirable but impossible (because of the Arabs, of
course.) We must convince them not that peace would be good for Israel, but that it is
realistically achievable.

When the archbishop asked what we, the Israeli peace activists, are hoping for, | told
him: We hope for Barack Obama to publish a comprehensive and detailed peace plan
and to use the full persuasive power of the United States to convince the parties to
accept it. We hope that the entire world will rally behind this endeavor. And we hope that
this will help to set the Israeli peace movement back on its feet and convince our public
that it is both possible and worthwhile to follow the path of peace with Palestine.

No one who entertains this hope can support the call for boycotting Israel. Those who
call for a boycott act out of despair. And that is the root of the matter.

Neve Gordon and his partners in this effort have despaired of the Israelis. They have
reached the conclusion that there is no chance of changing Israeli public opinion.
According to them, no salvation will come from within. One must ignore the Israeli public
and concentrate on mobilizing the world against the State of Israel. (Some of them
believe anyhow that the State of Israel should be dismantled and replaced by a bi-
national state.)

| do not share either view — neither the despair of the Israeli people, to which | belong,
nor the hope that the world will stand up and compel Israel to change its ways against its
will. For this to happen, the boycott must gather world-wide momentum, the US must join
it, the Israeli economy must collapse and the morale of the Israeli public must break.

How long will this take? Twenty Years? Fifty years? Forever?



| am afraid that this is an example of a faulty diagnosis leading to faulty treatment. To be
precise: the mistaken assumption that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict resembles the
South African experience leads to a mistaken choice of strategy.

True, the Israeli occupation and the South African apartheid system have certain similar
characteristics. In the West Bank, there are roads “for Israelis only”. But the Israeli policy
is not based on race theories, but on a national conflict. A small but significant example:
in South Africa, a white man and a black woman (or the other way round) could not
marry, and sexual relations between them were a crime. In Israel there is no such
prohibition. On the other hand, an Arab Israeli citizen who marries an Arab woman from
the occupied territories (or the other way round) cannot bring his or her spouse to Israel.
The reason: safeguarding the Jewish majority in Israel. Both cases are reprehensible,
but basically different.

In South Africa there was total agreement between the two sides about the unity of the
country. The struggle was about the regime. Both Whites and Blacks considered
themselves South Africans and were determined to keep the country intact. The Whites
did not want partition, and indeed could not want it, because their economy was based
on the labor of the Blacks.

In this country, Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs have nothing in common — not a
common national feeling, not a common religion, not a common culture and not a
common language. The vast majority of the Israelis want a Jewish (or Hebrew) state.
The vast majority of the Palestinians want a Palestinian (or Islamic) state. Israel is not
dependent on Palestinian workers — on the contrary, it drives the Palestinians out of the
working place. Because of this, there is now a world-wide consensus that the solution
lies in the creation of the Palestinian state next to Israel.

In short: the two conflicts are fundamentally different. Therefore, the methods of
struggle, too, must necessarily be different.

Back to the archbishop, an attractive person whom it is impossible not to like on sight.
He told me that he prays frequently, and that his favorite prayer goes like this (I quote
from memory):

“Dear God, when | am wrong, please make me willing to see my mistake. And when |
am right — please make me tolerable to live with.”

{1} Neve Gordon: Boycott Israel — The Los Angeles Times, Aug. 20, 2009

US Jews and Israel versus Barack Obama
By Avi Beker, Ha’aretz, 17 October 2010
Results of a recent American Jewish Committee survey regarding American Jews'

opinions on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the U.S. government leave little room for
doubt: 95% of respondents felt the demand that Palestinians recognize Israel as the



Jewish state in a final status agreement is justified. Over three-quarters of those
surveyed believe the Arabs' real objective is not the restoration of occupied territories,
but rather the destruction of Israel.

The American Jewish community - known for its liberal leanings, and a majority of whom
voted for Barack Obama in the presidential election - is delivering a message to the
administration: The real test that Arab orientation toward Israel has changed is its
willingness to recognize explicitly the existence of a Jewish state in the region.

The survey also indicates a serious drop in the community's support for the U.S.
president, with regard to the government's handling of the peace process. The Obama
administration has drawn conclusions quickly. In an unusual move, State Department
spokesman Philip Crowley recently emphasized American acknowledgment of "Israel's
special character ... as a Jewish state," as well as American support of Israel's demand
that it be recognized as "the state of the Jewish people, just as Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu recognizes the Palestinians' right to their own state.”

The majority of American Jews have not left the Democratic Party, which is their
historical home - but to a greater extent than is supposed in Israel, they are definitely
sensitive to Israel's status and future as a Jewish state. While they are conscious of the
criticism leveled against the Netanyahu government and Israel's right-wing, they are not
prepared to accede blindly to Obama's diplomatic pragmatism.

The start of Obama's term was characterized by tension and cooling in U.S.-Israel
relations. The tension, however, has been somewhat allayed as the president's term has
progressed; and earlier predictions that the Obama administration would heavily
pressure Israel after November's Congressional elections also now appear to be off the
mark.

It seems increasingly clear that Netanyahu's demand that Israel be recognized as the
Jewish state was a strategic one, which has exerted crucial influence on the balance of
mutual, Israel-Arab demands, as well as on the forces in Washington that would
pressure Israel. Grasping this fact, Yasser Abed Rabbo, the secretary general of the
Palestine Liberation Organization, made a dramatic announcement last week offering
"recognition of Israel under any formula." Many of his colleagues oppose this statement,
though, and it is difficult to believe the Palestinians and the Arab League will be able to
do anything more than produce a vague formulation of intentions.

The reversal produced by Netanyahu's move has clear implications for the agenda of
future talks; and the U.S. government clearly understands that exclusive focus on the
question of settlements and the construction freeze will not succeed. As far as American
Jews are concerned, the demand that Israel be recognized as a Jewish state is not an
attempt to hamstring the peace talks; instead, it is a legitimate core demand, germane to
the resolution of the conflict.

Of course, the sovereign right to reach decisions regarding peace and security belongs
to Israel, as it will pay the price of choices made by its leaders. But it is nonetheless
important to note that Jews in the United States feel the discussion on the issue of the
Jewish state is an existential matter that pertains to them directly - just as issues of
Israeli state and religion, and Law of Return, are crucial to them. At play here is not a



change in position, but rather the yearnings of hearts in the United States, which are
sometimes overlooked by those Jews who reside in Israel.

The undeniable Jewish state
Jeff Jacoby, Boston Globe, 18 October 2010
Israel a Jewish state? Is the pope Catholic?

Nothing about Israel could be more self-evident than its Jewishness. As Poland is the
national state of the Polish people and Japan is the national state of the Japanese
people, so Israel is the national state of the Jewish people. The UN's 1947 resolution on
partitioning Palestine contains no fewer than 30 references to the "Jewish state" whose
creation it was authorizing; 25 years earlier, the League of Nations had been similarly
straightforward in mandating "the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the
Jewish people." When Israel came into existence on May 15, 1948, its Jewish identity
was the first detail reported. The New York Times's front-page story began: "The Jewish
state, the world's newest sovereignty, to be known as the State of Israel, came into
being in Palestine at midnight upon termination of the British mandate."

Today, half the planet's Jews live in that state, many of them refugees from anti-Semitic
repression and violence elsewhere. In a world with more than 20 Arab states and 55
Muslim countries, the existence of a single small Jewish state should be
unobjectionable. "Israel is a sovereign state, and the historic homeland of the Jewish
people," President Barack Obama told the UN General Assembly last month. By now
that should be a truism, no more controversial than calling Italy the sovereign homeland
of the Italian people.

And yet to Israel's enemies, Jewish sovereignty is as intolerable today as it was in 1948,
when five Arab armies invaded the newborn Jewish state, vowing "a war of
extermination and a momentous massacre." Endless rounds of talks and countless
invocations of the "peace process" have not changed the underlying reality of the Arab-
Israeli conflict, which is not about settlements or borders or Jerusalem or the rights of
Palestinians. The root of the hostility is the refusal to recognize the immutable right of
the Jewish people to a sovereign state in its historic homeland. Until that changes, no
lasting peace is possible.

That is why the Israeli government is correct to insist that the Palestinian Authority
publicly recognize Israel as the Jewish state. It is the critical litmus test. "Palestinian
nationalism was based on driving all Israelis out," Edward Said told an interviewer in
1999, and the best evidence that most Palestinians are still intent on eliminating Israel is
the vehemence with which even supposed "moderates” like Mahmoud Abbas will not --
or dare not -- acknowledge Israel's Jewishness as a legitimate fact of life. "What is a
'Jewish state?" Abbas ranted on Palestinian TV. "You can call yourselves whatever you
want, but | will not accept it. . . . You can call yourselves the Zionist Republic, the
Hebrew, the National, the Socialist [Republic]. Call it whatever you like. | don't care.”



There are those who argue that Israel cannot be both a Jewish state and a democracy.
When lIsrael's parliament decided last week to require new non-Jewish citizens to take
an oath of allegiance to Israel as a "Jewish and democratic" state, some people bristled.
"The phrase itself is an oxymoron,” one reader wrote to the Boston Globe. "How can a
state openly favor one ethnic group over all others and declare itself to be democratic?"

But there is no conflict at all between Israel's Jewish identity and its democratic values.
Indeed, the UN's 1947 partition resolution not only called for subdividing Palestine into
"independent Arab and Jewish states," it explicitly required each of them to "draft a
democratic constitution" and to elect a government "by universal suffrage and by secret
ballot." The Jews complied. The Arabs launched a war.

Many of the world's democracies have official state religions. Think of Britain, whose
monarch is the supreme governor of the Church of England; or of Greece, whose
constitution singles out the Eastern Orthodox Church as the country's "prevailing
religion." The linking of national character with religion is a commonplace. Israel stands
out only because its religion is Judaism, not Christianity, Islam or Hinduism.

Nor is democracy incompatible with ethnic or national distinctiveness. Ireland waives its
usual citizenship requirements for applicants of Irish descent. Bulgaria's constitution
grants the right to "acquire Bulgarian citizenship through a facilitated procedure” to any
“person of Bulgarian origin.” It is not oxymoronic to describe Ireland as "Irish and
democratic" or Bulgaria as "Bulgarian and democratic." Israel's flourishing little Jewish
democracy is no oxymoron either.

It is something different: a beacon of decency in a dangerous and hate-filled
neighbourhood. If the enemies of the Jewish state could only shed their malice, what an
Eden that neighborhood could become.

Bits and Pieces Clips from various media in the Middle East and elsewhere

ICEJ News, 18 October, 2010: A new 'Gaza aid' flotilla sponsored by "Viva Palestina"
will leave Syria for the Egyptian port of El-Arish on Monday, after Cairo gave its approval
for the aid shipments and activists on board to then travel by land into Gaza through the
Rafah border crossing. However, the founder of Viva Palestina, controversial British MP
George Galloway, will not be allowed to accompany the convoy into Gaza.

ICEJ News, 18 October, 2010: Fresh off his provocative visit to Lebanon last week,
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad gave a speech to a massive crowd in the
northwestern Iranian city of Ardebil on Sunday in which he laid down four conditions for
restarting talks with the "arrogant” US and other leading world powers over Tehran’s
renegade nuclear program.

ICEJ News, 18 October, 2010: The impasse in US-mediated talks between Israel and
the Palestinian Authority has prompted Morocco’s King Mohammed VI, long one of the
Arab world’s more moderate voices, to reject a request for a meeting with Israeli
President Shimon Peres on the sidelines of the upcoming World Economic Forum on the
Middle East and North Africa, held this year in Marrakech.



IsraelNews, 17 October 2010: Some 11,500 students, among them 500 Arab and
Druze Israelis, began the academic year Sunday at the Ariel University Center of
Samaria, located in the West Bank, beyond the Green Line. "I scored high on my
psychometric exam and could have enrolled in Tel Aviv University and other institutions,
but here the enrolment process was quicker. This was the first place that accepted me,
so | decided to go for it," said 20-year-old Tayibe resident Manar Diuani, studying
computer science.



