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Pretending democracy, living ethnocracy

Na’eem Jeenah

[There is] a duality in the Israeli state between a democratic facade
and a deeper undemocratic regime logic, which facilitates the dispos-
session, control, and peripheralization of groups that do not belong
to the dominant ethno-class. Thus the very nature of the settling
ethnocracy, which combines expansion, settlement, segregation, and
ethno-class stratification, militates against the effectiveness of chal-
lenges emanating from peripheral groups. The selective openness of
the regime, which allows for public protest, free speech, and periodic
elections, is largely an illusion: the ethnocratic regime has arranged
itself politically, culturally, and geographically so as to absorb, con-
tain, or ignore the challenge emerging from its peripheries, thereby
trapping them in their respective predicaments.

— Oren Yiftachel

Most Jewish Israelis and the Zionist movement across the world like to
insist that Israel is what they call a ‘Jewish and democratic state’. Without
realising the irony or contradiction in this, they insist that both epithets
—Jewish and democratic — equally apply to the Israeli state. Further, while
other states define themselves for themselves and their citizens, Israelis
go beyond that and insist that others recognise their state’s ‘Jewish and
democratic’ character too. The refusal of the Palestinian Authority (PA),
for example, to agree to recognise Israel as a ‘Jewish state’ has been a stick-
ing point in negotiations between the PA and the Israelis.

Israel is, in fact, as much a Jewish state and a democratic state as
apartheid South Africa was a white state and a democratic state. Israel is
not exclusively Jewish, and Israel is certainly not democratic. Both are pre-
tences upheld for political purposes — for the sake of obtaining legitimacy
for the Israeli state and as an attempt to mask a form of ethnic cleansing.
The truth is that Israel is an ethnocratic state; perhaps a more accurate
description would be ‘a Jewish and ethnocratic state’.

Pretending democracy
The notion of Israel as a ‘Jewish and democratic state’ requires some interroga-
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the terms ‘Jewish’ and ‘democratic’ are not contradictory and that a state can
be ethnically based and still be democratic.2 It is a difficult argument to sustain.
Even though the notion of Israel being ‘Jewish and democratic’ has been
used by certain Israelis since the late 1960s (mostly by the Israeli ‘left’), the
official use of this phrase is just two decades old. Israel’s 1948 Declaration of
Independence mentions its Jewish character but makes no mention of de-
mocracy. It does, however, claim that the state will ‘ensure complete equality
of social and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race,
or sex’ and that it would ‘guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, language,
education, and culture’ - stipulations which, in themselves, convey a sense of
democratic values — except that they have not been implemented in reality.
Israel does not have a constitution as Amnon Rubinstein explains:

Initial attempts to institutionalize a written constitution were met
with the staunch opposition of both Ben-Gurion, who believed that
constitutional restraints would imperil the interests of the nascent
state, and the religious parties, who objected to any secular con-
straints on their political power.?

‘urthermore, delaying the adoption of a constitution also allows Israel to
void declaring its borders, thus allowing it to change — whenever conven-
ent — where it believes its boundaries lie. However, the state’s collection
f Basic Laws serves as the closest thing to constitutional law. In 1992, Is-
el discussed and then adopted two new Basic Laws after which the term
ewish and democratic’ entered official discourse. Known as Basic Law:
luman Dignity and Liberty and Basic Law: Freedom of Occupation,* these
asic laws — especially the first — ostensibly provide for the human rights of
raeli citizens. Thus, for example, retired president of the Israeli supreme
urt and professor of law, Aharon Barak, argues that the two laws ‘serve
 the Israeli equivalent of the Bill of Rights’.> The first clause of the Hu-
an Dignity and Liberty Law states: ‘The purpose of this Basic Law is to
otect human dignity and liberty, in order to establish in a Basic Law the
lues of the State of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state’ (emphasis
ded). The oxymoronic phrase was introduced in order to satisfy both the
wish religious parties (which insisted on ‘Jewish’ being explicit) and the
wish secular parties (which insisted that ‘democratic’ be explicit).5

As demonstrated by Avi Shlaim in Chapter Two of this volume, debate
 this and other issues between religious and secular parties and ‘right’
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and ‘left’ wing parties in Israel is often little more than rhetoric. He ex-
amines internal debates among the founders of Zionism and suggests that

from the beginning, the politicians of the left have tended to be less
explicit, less straightforward, and less frank about the causes of the
conflict than the politicians of the right. There was always a gap be-
tween the lofty Zionist ideals of developing the country for the benefit
of all its inhabitants and the reality on the ground. With some excep-
tions, the tendency on the left has been to fill this gap with hypocrisy
and humbug and to place the blame for all the conflict and strife on
the other side... Neither camp has a monopoly on sanctimonious
self-righteousness, but this quality tends to be more pronounced and
pervasive on the left.

Despite what Zionists of whichever political affiliation would like to have us
believe, the democratic nature of Israel is certainly in question. Even a Zionist
such as Amnon Rubinstein —who helped to draft the 1992 Basic Laws — while
strongly arguing that the state is both Jewish and democratic, concludes:

Can Israel be both Jewish and democratic? The answer. .. is far from
simple. If we have the courage to try and establish some sort of hon-
orable modus vivendi with our Arab neighbors; if we take upon our-
selves the responsibility of reinterpreting the Jewish tradition in a
liberal, tolerant manner; and, most importantly, if we have the fore-
sight to elevate Jewish nationalism to a concept fully compatible with
a true democratic ethos - then the answer, ultimately, is ‘yes’.”

In short, according to Rubinstein, the answer is ‘no’: Israel is not a demo-
cratic state — even if he pretends that it is. His conditions for it becoming
democratic are, however, flawed. The state’s potential democratic char-
acter has nothing to do with peace with its neighbours or with liberal
interpretations of Judaism; the critical issue is that Jewish nationalism
cannot be made ‘fully compatible with a true democratic ethos’ and an
ethnic state cannot be a democratic state. His is an attempt at a concep-
tual manipulation whose objective is the obfuscation of reality in a man-
ner that might allow the Zionist project to continue its subjugation and
discrimination of Palestinian people while pretending to uphold the same
liberal values of democracy and freedom as other liberal democracies do.
Indeed, the liberal clauses of the Basic Law on Human Dignity and Liberty
are nullified by that first clause which reaffirms Tsrael ac an ethnic ckato
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Sammy Smooha, too, attempts, with great difficulty and tortuousness,
to argue the case for Israel as a democracy. ‘Israel-proper,” he writes

qualifies as a political democracy on many counts. These include
universal voting rights, a multi-party system, fair elections, change
of governments, civil rights, independent judiciary, free press, civil-
ian authority over the army, and popular and elite support for demo-
cratic institutions.”

For Smooha, the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT) is irrelevant be-
cause, with the establishment of the Palestinian Authority, Israel suppos-
edly no longer has responsibility for the West Bank and Gaza® — a patently
false understanding.

Smooha does admit, however, that Israel cannot be regarded as a lib-
eral democracy, but names it an ‘ethnic democracy’ instead. He defines an
ethnic democracy as

a system that combines the extension of civil and political rights to
individuals and some collective rights to minorities, with institu-
tionalization of majority control over the state. Driven by ethnic na-
tionalism, the state is identified with a ‘core ethnic nation’ not with
its citizens. The state practices a policy of creating a homogenous
nation-state, a state of and for a particular ethnic nation, and acts
to promote the language, culture, numerical majority, economic
well-being, and political interests of this group. Although enjoying
citizenship and voting rights, the minorities are treated as second-
class citizens, feared as a threat, excluded from the national power
structure, and placed under some control.!

In general, Smooha’s definition of an ethnic democracy (or ethnic state)
is correct. But he suggests that in such a state ‘minorities are allowed to
conduct a democratic and peaceful struggle that yields incremental im-
provement in their status,' a claim that cannot be sustained when applied
to Israel. Indeed, despite all their struggles over the past six decades, Pal-
estinians in Israel have found that, over the past few years, there has been
an incremental deterioration in their status. Smooha attempts to distance
Israel (and ethnic democracies in general) from Herrenvolk democracies
such as apartheid South Africa. ‘While it is general [sic] agreed that Her-
renvolk democracy is not democratic,” Smooha writes, ‘ethnic democracy
is located somewhere in the democratic section of the democracy-non-
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is not a Herrenvolk democracy, because citizenship is extended to all
and the minorities are not excluded from the beaefits of citizenship
and are allowed to avail themselves of democracy for furthering their
interests. Ethnic democracy is a system in which two contradictory
principles operate: ‘the democratic principle’ making for equal rights
and equal treatment of all citizens, and ‘the ethnic principle,” making
for fashioning a homogenous nation-state and privileging the ethnic
majority.’

Like most people who argue that Israel is both Jewish and democratic,
Smooha does not explain how a state can ‘privileg[e] the ethnic major-
ity’ while, at the same time, provide ‘equal rights and equal treatment’
for disadvantaged minorities. In particular, he does not show how Israel’s
treatment of its Palestinian citizens might be regarded as ‘equal’ to its
treatment of Jewish citizens.

The pretence, however, is not contained only in the word ‘democratic’
in the phrase ‘Jewish and democratic’, but also in the word ‘Jewish’. In
Israel, both the Jewish demographic majority as well as Jewish cultural
hegemony (insofar as a homogeneous culture actually exists) have been
illegally imposed on the Israeli state and society.

Itis true that in 1947 the United Nations General Assembly passed Reso-
lution 181 which partitioned the British Mandate of Palestine into a ‘Jewish
state’ and an ‘Arab state’ — giving Jews, who made up thirty per cent of the
population, fifty-six per cent of the land. Although the intention of Resolu-
tion 181 seems to have been to create a ‘Jewish state’, no explanation was
ever offered as to what this meant. Nevertheless, as UN General Assembly
Resolution 194 clarifies, Israel was founded on the illegal expulsion and
forced flight of close to 700 000 indigenous Palestinians who became refu-
gees and who have the right to return to their homes (and, thus, become
Israeli citizens). Indeed, according to Resolution 194, Israel cannot legiti-
mately be a member of the UN if it does not grant that right to the refugees.
More than six decades later, Israel still refuses to allow refugees the right
of return. If they were to return, the refugees — who in 2012 numbered
between five and seven million —would transform the demographics of the
state such that Jewish people would no longer be in a clear majority. But
even without the refugees, over twenty per cent of Israel’s population are
not Jews, a fact that undermines the state’s claim of being ‘Jewish’.
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Israel complicates matters by claiming that while non-Jews might be
citizens of the state, they do not have Israeli nationality. In fact, Israel does
not recognise the notion of an Israeli ‘nationality’; people can be citizens
of the Israeli state but they do not have Israeli nationality.* The only ‘na-
tion’ that Israeli law recognises is the ‘Jewish nation’.’® This means that
Jews from around the world have a claim on Israel which even its indig-
enous citizens do not. This claim is best illustrated by the Law of Return
which grants Jews from around the world the right to claim citizenship
of the state. Thus, for Israeli-Zionists, the notion of a ‘Jewish state’ refers
to a state belonging to all Jews around the world and not to all its citizens
or even its Jewish citizens. This unique formulation of nationality helps to
justify discriminating against non-Jewish (especially Palestinian) citizens
while privileging Jewish citizens and Jewish non-citizens.

This becomes all the more ridiculous when we consider the evidence
provided by Shlomo Sand (in Chapter One)* that, actually, there is no
such thing as a Jewish nation and that the idea of Jews being genealogical
descendants of the original Israelites is a fallacy. His fascinating survey
should give everyone reason to pause before diving headlong into any dis-
cussion about Jewish nationhood.

In Chapter Thirteen, Ronnie Kasrils uses an analytical tool applied to
South Africa by the South African Community Party to show that ‘Israeli
democracy’ is a ‘charade’, and that Israel’s polity should more correctly be
characterised as ‘colonialism of a special type’ (CST). ‘The importance of
the CST characterisation,” he argues,

is that it demolishes the dangerous charade that Zionism has estab-
lished a democratic system and is itself a national liberation move-
ment; it refutes the claims that both Israel and the Palestinians
should therefore be treated equally by the international community
in a balanced and even-handed manner. The CST thesis lifts the veil
to expose the true nature of this historic conflict as a struggle for
land and national rights, and for full national determination and in-
dependence for the Palestinian people. CST exposes the charade of
Israeli democracy.

An ethnocratic state

In apartheid South Africa, a vibrant democracy existed for the white hegem-
onic population, while black citizens were, initially, entirely excluded from
democratic processes. South Africa was what Smooha and Pierre van den
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Berghe call a ‘Herrenvolk democracy’. Van den Berghe defined it as ‘a par-
liamentary regime in which the exercise of power and suffrage is restricted,
de facto and often de jure, to the dominant group.’"” Tt was a regime that was
‘democratic for the master race but tyrannical for the subordinate groups’.’®

Israel, while similar to South African apartheid in its objectives, mech-
anisms and styles of disadvantaging its Palestinian citizens, is also dif-
ferent in certain other respects. Israel allows weakened ethnic groups a
degree of political participation in its system, but in a manner that renders
such participation more an illusory fig-leaf form of democracy rather than
one of real, effective and equal participation. In this regard, the limited po-
litical participation Israel offers its Palestinian citizens is similar to South
Africa’s then-ruling National Party’s attempts to provide a pretence of de-
mocracy in the early 1980s by including indians and coloureds in the po-
litical system as junior partners. The few indians and coloureds who were
co-opted into this system never had any real power — although admittedly
they had more than Palestinians in the Knesset enjoy — but they allowed
the Afrikaner nationalist government to proclaim itself ‘democratic’.

Having expanded on Van den Berghe’s understanding of Herrenvolk
democracy which he used to describe South Africa, we might be tempted
to use his analysis of divided societies to think of Israel — where Palestin-
ian citizens can vote and be elected to the Knesset but are comprehen-
sively discriminated against in a variety of ways. Van den Berghe defines
an ethnic democracy as a state that allows limited democratic (particularly
political) rights to minorities or subordinate groups but where there is a
clear privileging of the dominant ethnic group over others.” While this
is similar in some respects to Smooha’s definition, Smooha’s claim that
Israel’s ethnic democracy is substantively different from a Herrenvolk de-
mocracy requires some scrutiny. John McGarry explains that, in fact, there
is not much difference between the two.

[Herrenvolk democracy and ethnic democracy] are similar in profound
ways. Both are at odds with fundamental principles of civic equality
and democratic accountability, and both are at best incomplete or par-
tial democracies. In practice, the minority may be excluded just as ef-
fectively in an ethnic democracy as in the Herrenvolk variety.”

The Herrenvolk nature of the Israeli state is further emphasised when one
considers the status and treatment of Palestinians in the Occupied Palestin-
ian Territory — the West Bank (including Jerusalem) and Gaza. This is well
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illustrated in a report by South Africa’s Human Sciences Research Council
entitled Occupation, Colonialism, Apartheid? A Re-assessment of Israel’s
Practices in the Occupied Palestinian Territories Under International Law.*
Max Du Plessis’ discussion of this report in Chapter Five should clarify that
the term ‘ethnic democracy’ is inadequate for describing Israel.

Israel is a good case of an ethnocracy where one ethnic group controls
the levers of power (political, economic and social in Israel’s case) while
allowing certain privileges for other ethnic groups in a disproportionate,
unequal and disadvantageous manner. In that it is not much different
from apartheid South Africa and its Herrenvolk democracy.

Nadim Rouhana argues in Chapter Six that achieving democratic citi-
zenship in Israel is not possible ‘without reconciliation, and equality, the
cornerstone of modern democratic citizenship, [and] cannot be mean-
ingfully realised without the tangible and intangible rectification of past
injustices.” Within Israel, Rouhana says, Jewish and Palestinian citizens
‘share citizenship...but not equality’.

Oren Yiftachel insists that ‘Israeli polity is governed not by a demo-
cratic regime, but by an “ethnocracy”, which denotes a non-democratic
rule for and by a dominant ethnic group, within the state and beyond its
borders.” His reasons for this conclusion are: i) that Israel’s organisation
of social space ‘is based on a pervasive and uneven ethnic segregation’, and
ii) that Israel is a state without boundaries. He notes that ‘regardless of the
historical reasons behind [the] reality [of operating without boundaries],
it simply does not comply with a basic requirement of democracy — the
existence of a demos.”* A demos is, by definition, a body of citizens within
a given territory. In Israel, however, the main organising political principle
is the ethnos — which suggests common origin. Israel, therefore, Yiftachel
argues, should be characterised an ethnocracy. He defines ethnocracy as
being built on two key principles: ‘First, ethnicity, and not citizenship, is
the main logic around which state resources are allocated; and second, the
interests of a dominant ethnic group shape most public policies.’?

While Zionists attempt to reconcile the notion of a Jewish state with
that of a democratic state, for Yiftachel a ‘duality... between a democratic
facade and a deeper undemocratic regime logic’ facilitates the disposses-
sion and marginalisation of subjugated ethnic groups. Israel’s ‘selective
openness... which allows for public protest, free speech, and periodic elec-
tions, is largely an illusion.”® Thus, the positive and mitigating democratic
features that Smooha points to are illusory and are employed to maintain
the status quo and limit challenges to the system.
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It is necessary analytically to differentiate between the features of a
system and its structure, Yiftachel reminds us, because some ethnocra-
cies, while characterised by democratic features such as regular elections,
media freedom, an independent judiciary and even some human rights
legislation, have an underlying state structure that remains undemocrat-
ic.?” Thus marginalised people may wage numerous struggles challenging
the state’s features — trying to gain better media freedom, fairer elections
or better education for example — while allowing the ethnically based he-
gemonic political structure to go unchallenged.

The hegemonic order reflects and thus reproduces the interests of
the dominant ethno-classes by representing the order of things in
a distorted manner as legitimate and moral and by concealing its
oppressive or more questionable aspects. This public perception is
maintained by preventing, deflecting, or ridiculing discussions that
challenge the structure of the regime and by limiting public debate
to its more shallow features.?

Having argued this, however, Yiftachel is cautious not to take the next
step. He emphasises that such ethnocratic states ‘are not authoritarian, as
they extend significant (though partial) political rights to ethnic minori-
ties’.? This, he says, distinguishes ethnocracies from Herrenvolk states.
However, even apartheid South Africa eventually extended ‘significant
(though partial) political rights’ to black people. The freedoms available to
black people in South Africa were less than those available to Palestinian
Israelis, but coloureds and indians were given their own chambers in par-
liament and the right to elect their own representatives; black people were
able to operate their own media and did — even if they were constantly
monitored by members of the police’s security branch; the judiciary was
probably more independent than the Israeli one; and by the 1980s, trade-
union rights were granted to black unions. Black South Africans never
lived under military law while their white compatriots lived under civil law
— as was the case in Israel for Palestinians and Jews until 1966. Nor were
black people in South Africa ever subjected to military courts for security
cases — as is still the case for Palestinian East Jerusalemites.

Uri Avnery’s poignant description of the lot of Palestinian citizens of
Israel would be familiar to most black South Africans — except for the fact
that South African laws were quite explicit in their discrimination against
black people.
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An Arab citizen feels at every turn, since childhood, that he has no
part in the state, that he is, at most, a tolerated resident. In every
government office, police station or place of work, even in the Knes-
set, he is treated differently from a Jew, even in times of quiet...[N]
umerous laws accord special privileges to persons ‘to whom the Law
of Return applies’, without mentioning ‘Jews’ specifically. This is so
self evident, that all state officials act accordingly without even being
aware of it. The ‘Israel Land Authority’ distributes land to Jews, not to
Arabs. All state development projects include Jews only.*

Thus, any discussion of the nature of the state has to go beyond the politi-
cal and civil rights mentioned above and must, of necessity, also include
considerations of socio-economic rights. It would be difficult to make the
case that in terms of socio-economic rights Palestinian citizens of Israel
are better off than black people were in apartheid South Africa. Among the
discriminatory practices that Palestinian citizens of Israel face are ongoing
land dispossession, the destruction of their homes, living in ‘unrecognised
villages’ with no basic infrastructure, a disproportionately small propor-
tion of the state’s development budget and lower education expenditure
than for Jewish children. In light of such systematic discrimination, the
extension of political rights does not detract from the Herrenvolkish na-
ture of the state.

There is also a perverse aspect to the idea of the ‘Jewish state’. For ex-
ample, in terms of this notion, most of the land in Israel cannot be owned
by indigenous Palestinians (indeed, a large part of it was confiscated from
them). Furthermore, the land is supposed to belong to the ‘Jewish na-
tion’ spread all over the world and including those who have never been
to Israel and may even have no desire to do so. In Chapter Twelve, Heidi
Grunebaum, writing from the perspective of a Jew who lives outside of
Israel, reflects on how Jews and Jewish communities around the world
are recruited to support Zionism and the Israeli project of land dispos-
session. She examines the role of the Jewish National Fund (JNF) with
particular reference to the ‘South Africa Forest’, which was planted over
the destroyed Palestinian village of Lubya. She uses her personal story
to illustrate the perversity of indigenous people’s villages being destroyed
and replaced with forests that ‘belong’ to people in another country, sim-
ply because the latter happen to see themselves as part of the same ethnic
group as the one that holds state power. Grunebaum reveals the material
connection between the JNF’s activities on the one hand, and the forced
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dispossession and ongoing displacement of Palestinians inside present-day
Israel and in the Palestinian diaspora.

Indeed, Israel, in its ethnic focus on Jews — most of whom live outside
Israel — is in some respects worse than a Herrenvolk democracy like apart-
heid South Africa because the Israeli state admits that its purpose is to
serve the needs of members of an ethnic group within its borders (citizens)
and beyond its borders (non-citizens).

Israel’s claims to be any kind of democracy become even more falla-
cious when consideration is extended to inhabitants of the OPT. While
much of this introduction has largely ignored inhabitants of the OPT, it is
dishonest to discuss the Israeli state while neglecting to discuss this issue.
There are two reasons for this. First, Israel has extended its citizenship to
about half a million inhabitants of the OPT — beyond its ‘borders’ —and, in
fact, regards the areas they occupy as part of Israel. I refer here, of course,
to Jewish settlers in the West Bank (including East Jerusalem). Second,
Palestinian inhabitants of the OPT have been living under Israeli govern-
ance for more than four decades and are, in reality, part of the same body
politic as West Bank settlers and Israeli citizens. That Israel defines their
official citizenship status differently does not detract from that fact.

When we include inhabitants of the OPT — both illegal Jewish settlers
as well as indigenous Palestinians — into our analysis of Israel, we realise
that the Herrenvolk nature of the Israeli state is far worse than initially
suggested and even more extreme, in fact, than apartheid South Africa. An
examination of the discrimination visited upon Palestinians in the OPT in
relation to Jews in the OPT (and Jews in Israel) strengthens the notion of
a determined ethnocracy whose attempts at achieving ethnic purity do not
stop even at ethnic cleansing.

In Chapter Four, Yiftachel builds on his analysis of Israel as an ethnoc-
racy to show how the contradictions of such a state

have led to a process that is deepening the ‘separated and unequal’
conditions that prevail in Israel/Palestine. Under these conditions,
Jews enjoy relatively ‘equal’ and privileged political and legal posi-
tions, while Palestinians are divided into a series of protogroups, each
enjoying different and inferior packages of rights and capabilities.

He argues that Palestinian-Israeli politics is entering a new phase, ‘fram-
ing a situation of “neither two states nor one™. This new phase, according
to Yiftachel,
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Generate[s] a process I have termed ‘creeping apartheid’ — an un-
declared yet structural process through which new, oppressive sets
of political geographic relations are being institutionalised for Jews
and Palestinians living under the Israeli regime between Jordan and
the sea. This process illuminates the merging of the colonised West
Bank, the besieged Gaza Strip and Israel proper into one system, ulti-
mately controlled by the Jewish state, which increasingly appears to
bear the characteristics of apartheid.

While Palestinians are the main victims of Zionism and Israeli ethnocracy,
Zionism also has its Jewish victims and there is differentiation within Jew-
ish society that favours Ashkenazim and marginalises Mizrahim. Although
the gap between these communities has reduced over the past few years,
the problem persists, as Smadar Lavie illustrates in Chapter Seven.

Living up to the reality

It is clear that, whatever Israel’s claims might be about being a democracy,
it is an ethnic state designed to serve only a particular ethnic group —while
barely tolerating the presence of others —and akin in its policies and practic-
es to a Herrenvolk state. This discussion is not just an academic one. As Max
du Plessis shows in Chapter Five, Israel as a state is guilty of violating inter-
national law and its practices in the OPT amount to occupation, colonialism
and apartheid — as defined by the relevant international legal instruments.
Du Plessis calls on the international community — and on individual states
— to consider the possibility of taking the matter of Israel’s ‘occupation,
colonialism and apartheid’ to the International Court of Justice in order to
force Israel to comply with international norms and law.

As Adam Habib points out in Chapter Eleven, a state that insists on
maintaining its ethnocratic form and flagrantly violates international law
with impunity has no place in a world that seeks to govern itself, and rela-
tions between states, on the basis of mutually agreed legal instruments.
Habib argues that

the formation of two states — Israel and Palestine — is unsustainable
for it goes against the integrationist impulses of our world. It may
be partially expedient for the moment, but in our globalising world
no ethnic state — Jewish or Muslim — is sustainable in the long term.

In Chapter Nine, Andre Zaaiman warns that if it continues unchallenged,
Israeli/Jewish ethnic nationalism could have far-reaching consequences
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[TThe ethno-genealogical variant still seems to be the most active
form of nationalism. The consequence for many societies with diverse
populations if the ethno-genealogical variant becomes dominant, or
even more acceptable, is that it may threaten the often-fragile social
cohesion and commitment to inclusivity of civic-territorial models.
It may also give a new impetus to cultural communities all over the
world, and even here in Africa and South Africa, to begin to agitate
for secession, for an ‘own’ state, for a state that includes only ‘us’ and
is cleansed of ‘others’.

As successive governments and Israeli society in general move further to
the right, there is a danger that Israeli-Jewish herrenvolkism will become
even more deeply entrenched. Such an eventuality poses a threat not only
to citizens of Israel and inhabitants of the OPT, but also to regional and
global stability. Preventing this is crucial. The urgent need is to move be-
yond ethnic nationalism towards a solution that sees Israeli Jews and Pal-
estinians living together with dignity, full citizenship rights and a proud
sense of nationhood.

Daryl Glaser, in Chapter Ten, points out that the Palestinian-Israeli
situation is at an impasse; no solution seems to be able to deliver ‘an ac-
ceptably just, yet realistically obtainable, peace’. He examines the Palestin-
ian-Israeli context in comparison with South Africa (from 1948 to 1993)
and Ulster (from 1921 to 1972). All three cases, he says, are ethnically
exclusionary and hierarchical with limited franchise. ‘It is tempting to be-
lieve,” Glaser concludes,

that, alone amongst the settler-minority democracies, the Israeli-
Palestinian case is truly irresolvable. Yet a way will have to be found.
It is, at any rate, clear what the minimum practical justice requires:
equal respect and rights for all Jewish and Arab residents in the area
of the British Mandate, and for Palestinian refugees.

It is not in dispute, says Ran Greenstein in Chapter Three that Israel ‘is an
ethnic state, in which Jews occupy a privileged position, and from which
all Palestinians — including citizens of the state — are excluded, albeit to
different degrees’. What is important, he believes, is that Palestinian citi-
zens of Israel have a particular role and responsibility — different from
Palestinians in the OPT or in the diaspora — because of their ‘strategic
political location’. He argues that ‘they are the only ones who can organise
to change [Israell from within.” However he cautions that this is a task
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that should be shared. ‘Their minority status means that such change will
not happen through their efforts alone. An alliance with progressive Jew-
ish forces is essential. This is likely to be a long and difficult struggle but
not an impossible one.’

On a more optimistic note, Fouad Moughrabi in Chapter Sixteen in-
dicates that ‘radical hope’ is to be found in young Palestinians who are
finding new forms of resistance, including works of art, literature, music
and film. ‘The old projects,” he says

predicated on the idea of the ‘nation’ for which many people have
given their lives, have reached a dead end. This is as true of the Zion-
ist project as it is of the so-called Palestinian national movement.
The first has clearly morphed into an ugly apartheid system, while
the latter has become little more than a grotesque show in Ramallah.

"The battle between ‘Zionist colonialism and the Palestinian natives’,
Moughrabi argues, has been ‘characterised by a dismal failure of politics’.
He asserts that Palestinian youth now acknowledge, that they, with those
Jews who may be touched by their message, ‘share the same destiny and
therefore must forge a common future’.

Moughrabi does not elaborate on what kind of ‘common future’ that
might be, but in Chapter Seventeen, Ali Abunimah takes up that chal-
lenge, proposing that the South African experience could be useful as Pal-
estinians and Israelis forge a common future. Positing a ‘one-state solu-
tion’, he suggests that the most common objection to this option comes
from Israeli Jews who claim they will be ‘swamped’ by a Palestinian major-
ity. But the South African experience, Abunimah argues, ‘suggests that
Israeli-Jewish opposition may, in fact, be relatively malleable, and need not
stand in the way of a peaceful transition to a democratic state that offers
citizenship and equal rights to all who live between the Jordan River and
the Mediterranean Sea’. Entrenched attitudes need to be shaken, he sug-
gests, and calls for support for the global boycotts, divestment and sanc-
tions (BDS) campaign — ‘in solidarity with the indigenous struggle and a
positive future vision’ — to break down these attitudes.

Differing from the position taken by Abunimah and others, Oren
Yiftachel, in Chapter Four of this book, proposes a binational state as an
alternative. He calls for
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a serious re-examination of socially progressive binationalism as a
possible peaceful order for the future of Israel/Palestine. Bination-
alism can be accommodated in various political settings, including
urban and communal, as well as on a state and international scale. In
my work I find an Israeli-Palestinian confederation (possibly leading
to a federation), with a joint economy, capital city and open borders,
and with fair accommodation of the Palestinian refugees, to be the
most appropriate.

Be that as it may, the real challenge will begin when Palestinians and Is-
raeli Jews have to live together. Will Israeli Jews be able to survive physi-
cally and culturally in a situation where they are a minority in a future
Palestinian-Israeli state? Jewish tradition and experience show that there
is nothing odd about a thriving Jewish minority. In Chapter Fifteen, Ste-
ven Friedman debunks the Zionist assumption that Jews require a Jewish
state in order to survive and to be protected from the threat of Nazi-type
genocidal violence. ‘These assumptions are a core obstacle to a just and
democratic resolution of the Palestinian conflict. Jewish adaptation to mi-
nority status in a single state is not nearly as impossible as current analyses
would have us believe,” he argues. His chapter highlights ‘alternative un-
derstandings of Jewishness and of Jewish safety which, given a significant
increase in political pressure on Zionism, could see precisely the shifts in
strategy which justifications for the status quo say are impossible.’

Building on this theme, Azzam Tamimi points out in Chapter Four-
teen that, in the past, countries ruled by Muslims became ‘safe havens for
Jews who were oppressed in non-Islamic lands’, including a large number
of Jews who had been banished from Spain by Christian armies in the fif-
teenth century and who sought refuge in Muslim countries in North Africa
and Ottoman Turkey. Until under a century ago, Tamimi says,

the Muslim world saw Jewish religious communities as an insepa-
rable part of the social and cultural lives of the Islamic societies in
which they lived. In the Arabic-speaking regions, no one spoke of
Arabs, Jews or Christians, but only of Arabs who were Muslim, Chris-
tian or Jewish.

Tamimi argues that Zionism’s definition of itself as a Jewish project is
one of the obstacles to peace and a settlement between Palestinians and
Israelis.
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The continued association of Israel with Jews, and Jews with Israel,
only reinforces the conviction of many Muslims that the Middle East
conflict between the Palestinians and the Israelis is indeed a religious
one. Many Arabs and Muslims find it difficult to believe that anti-
Zionist Jews, who not only criticise Israel but also refuse to recognise

its legitimacy, exist.

Pointing to the Palestinian Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas), Tami-
mi notes that its leaders are clear that they are not ‘fighting Jews because
they are Jews! We are fighting them because they assaulted us, they killed
us, they took our land and our homes, they attacked our children and
our women, they scattered us.” He proposes a long-term truce (hudnah)
between Palestinians and Israelis in order to restore some ‘normality’ to
people’s lives while an ultimate resolution is arrived at. :

According to Tamimi, a post-Zionist scenario is being debated within
Hamas, and the dominant view is

one that envisages Palestine, or a united Middle East, with a Jewish
population but no political Zionism. This vision is inspired by the
South African model of reconciliation, which ended apartheid but al-
lowed all South African communities to live together in one country.

In Chapter Eighteen, Salim Vally and I take as our point of departure the
idea that a one-state solution offers the only peaceful and just future for Pal-
estinians and Israeli Jews. In responding to calls for a South Africa-type so-
lution in Palestine-Israel, we urge caution, saying that one of the big failures
in the South African context has been that the national question has not
successfully been addressed. In making this argument, we refer to Chapter
Eight in which Neville Alexander articulates the challenges posed to South
Africa by its failure to address the national question successfully. Alexan-
der argues that any discussion about nationhood must go beyond ‘race’ and
ethnicity and also consider issues of class. Poverty, he argues, is one of the
major obstacles to building the South African nation. Following frqm tl.n§,
Vally and I argue that even a one-state solution in Palestine-Israel will fail if
the national question is not addressed by Palestinians and Israeli Jews, and
that attempts to start building a new nation should begin without delay.
The themes and issues addressed in this introduction are covered more
extensively in the four parts of this book. Part One, ‘Israel and its founding
myths’, includes chapters by Shlomo Sand and Avi Shlaim, which lay the
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basis for the discussions that take place in the following sections about
Jewish nationhood, nationalism and Israeli statehood. Sand’s chapter,
‘The invention of the Jewish people’, critically examines the notion that
"Jews belong to a single nation with a common ancestry. Thus, he looks
for the origins of the ‘Jewish nation’ and suggests that the ‘Jewish nation’
is, in fact, a recent invention created mainly for political purposes. In his
chapter, ‘Zionism, the founding fathers and the Palestine Arabs’, Shlaim
carefully examines the views of Ze’ev Jabotisnky and David Ben-Gurion
(representing the Zionist right and left wings respectively) and some of the
issues that characterised the debates among early Zionists. He concludes
that on matters of principle, strategy and tactics there were few significant
differences between the right and the left.

In Part Two, ‘The ethnic state and its victims’, five chapters cover is-
sues related to the victims of the Israeli state. The chapters in this part do
not seek merely to describe these victims and their plight, but also attempt
to provide ways of progressing beyond this point. Ran Greenstein’s chap-
ter, ‘Israel as an ethnic state: Descriptions, paradigms and prescriptions’,
explores the meaning and implications of the notion that the Israeli state
is an ethnic state. In his chapter, Oren Yiftachel builds on his contention
set out in earlier writings that Israel is an ethnocracy, and argues that the
contradictions of ethnocracy in Israel have led to what he calls ‘creeping
apartheid’ — a deepening of the ‘separate and unequal’ conditions prevailing
between Jews and Palestinian citizens. Max du Plessis, who was a member of
a research team that investigated Israel’s actions in the OPT from the per-
spective of international law, writes in his chapter about the findings of that
study. He outlines the conclusions of the study — that Israel’s actions in the
OPT constitute occupation, colonialism and apartheid. Du Plessis therefore
argues that a strong case could be made against Israel in the International
Court of Justice. In his chapter, ‘Reconciling history and citizenship’, Nadim
Rouhana writes about the situation of the Palestinian minority in Israel, and
argues for a process of reconciliation — including redress for past injustices
— between Jewish and Palestinian citizens of Israel that could help ensure
justice for Israel’s Palestinian citizens. The final chapter in Part Two looks
at an often neglected group of people: Jewish victims of Zionism. Smadar
Lavie, in ‘Staying put: Crossing the Israel-Palestine border with Gloria Anza-
ludda’, speaks particularly about the discrimination and disadvantage faced
by Mizrahi Jewish citizens of Israel and argues that the Israeli state, in the
main, serves only the Ashkenazi elite.






