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Paul Hendler

ARCHBISHOP Desmond Tutu’s call
for a boycott of performances in
Israel by South Africans has pro-
voked the ire of the Israeli Embassy,
Rhoda Kadalie (who sees critics of
Israel as pro-ANC leftists who ignore
far worse human rights abuses in
our own country) and Sydney Kaye
(Cape Times letters, October 28),
who implies that Israel is respond-
ing legitimately to threats to its exis-
tence. The issue here is about histor-
ical truth. And how can we be sure
of the “facts” that are propagated?

Dominant groups in society
(such as the State of Israel in the
Middle East) are able to propagate
their viewpoints in a hegemonic
manner.

It is said: “The truth will always
out”; however, truth is elusive, and it
has to be sought out, as it does not
simply “appear” for all to see (if only
they would open their eyes).

Hundreds of years ago, the
Catholic Church suppressed Galileo
and his heliocentric view of the
universe (which today we know is
the truth).

In the context of modern demo-
cratic rights and the freedom of
speech, the views of Tutu and others
cannot be suppressed in the same
way – but they are systematically
rubbished as irrational, devoid of
truth and reinforcing an anti-
Semitic agenda. Their claim that
they are in fact fighting a non-racial
cause is then set against the alleged
racist consequences of their actions,
to further undermine them.

That Israel is, and has always
been, under threat, from the birth of
the state to the present day, is a myth
perpetuated by Zionist ideology, and
is borne out of the notion that before
1948 the Jews in Palestine invited
the Arab Palestinians to remain in
the country and participate in the
new state.

Supposedly, this generous
gesture was rejected by the Arabs
who instead opted to leave the land
of Palestine while it was being
invaded by Lebanese, Iraqi, Syrian,
Jordanian and Egyptian troops, on
the assumption that they would
return on the back of a victorious
Arab military victory and drive the
Jews into the Mediterranean Sea.

This myth was actively perpetu-

ated by the Zionist youth movement
that I participated in during the
1960s. Growing up in the South
African Jewish community, less
than a quarter of a century after the
Holocaust and only a few years after
the formation of the State of Israel,
my generation internalised this
view as the “truth” and it created a
moral basis for “our” state which
was consistent with our status as
God’s chosen people who had almost
been obliterated by Nazism.

The myth has been undermined
by recent Israeli historiography. For
instance, Bennie Morris (1948 – the

First Arab-Israeli War, 2008) showed
that Egypt, Lebanon, Iraq, Syria and
Jordan were reluctant to confront
the Haganah, Palmach, Irgun and
Stern Gang (the Jewish commu-
nity’s forces, which became the
Israeli Defence Force after May 14
1948) because – with the exception of
Jordan’s Arab Legion (led by the leg-
endary John Glubb Pasha) – their
forces were significantly inferior
both in terms of military organisa-
tion and hardware. 

These countries, as well as the
small forces of Arab volunteers
which had moved in to support
Palestinian villages, were unable to
procure arms due to a comprehen-
sive arms embargo enforced by the
US and Britain, while the IDF
received significant shipments of
arms from the Communist bloc.

Arab states’ leaders generally
encouraged Palestinians to remain
in their villages – with devastating
consequences – rather than to flee.
This questions the veracity of the
“flee, return and drive them into-the
sea” assumption.

Economically and politically,
Palestinian society was fragmented
(the nascent Palestinian movement
having been smashed by the British
mandatory power during the sup-
pression of the 1936 revolt), hardly a
basis for co-ordinated and organised
population movement in and out of
the country to take strategic advan-
tage of an invasion by a regular
force. Besides, why should settled
peasants and villagers have trusted
regular forces from foreign coun-
tries with whom they had little if
any contact, to wage war on their
behalf, to the extent that they would
abandon their homes and liveli-
hoods and run the risk of endemic

poverty and displacement should
this not have come to pass?

By Morris’s own account, much
of the Palestinian population had
already fled to inland areas or out of
the country altogether by May 15
1948, the day that regular Egyptian,
Iraqi, Syrian and Jordanian forces
moved into Palestine (the Lebanese
forces chose to stay on their side of
the border), a flight consequent on
armed and violent conflict with
Zionists.

Morris’s history remains
descriptive rather than analytical.
He simply depicts the Palestinian
refugees as victims suffering hard-
ships in times of war, which
explains nothing about what hap-
pened. He undermines, but stops
short of challenging, the myth of
the benign Israelis and the warlike,
irrational Arabs.

Illan Pappe, one of the
“new”Israeli historians, did address
these questions (The Ethnic Cleans-

ing of Palestine, 2006). In 1947 the UN
resolved that 499 000 Jews were to
share a state with 438 000 Palestini-
ans – these figures are significant
because they indicate a tenuous
Jewish majority in the designated
Jewish state. Pappe found evidence
of an elite group, which he refers to
as “the Consultancy” (consisting of
the heroes of Israel’s War of Inde-
pendence, including David Ben
Gurion), that between June 1947 and
May 1948 debated how to create a
state with a Jewish majority over as
much of Palestine as possible. They
came to the conclusion that this
could only be achieved through
transfer of the Arab population out
of the territory. The strategy was
encapsulated in Plan Dalet (D),

which was a blueprint for ethnic
cleansing, which is designated a
crime against humanity in interna-
tional treaties.

The orders which went out to var-
ious brigades that constituted the
Jewish armed forces often explicitly
used Hebrew terms for “cleansing”
to describe their operations. Plan D
referred explicitly to encircling
villages, wiping out resistance and
expelling the population beyond the
borders of the state.

By September 1948, after the IDF
had conquered large parts of the
area designated as a Palestinian
state, almost 800 000 people had been
uprooted, 531 villages destroyed and
11 urban neighbourhoods emptied of
their inhabitants. The evidence
referred to is the diary of David Ben
Gurion (Israel’s first prime minis-
ter), in the Ben Gurion archives, the

private archive of Israel Galili (who
was present at all the meetings of
the Consultancy), and interviews
with other members who partici-
pated in Consultancy meetings.
Unlike Morris, Pappe also draws on
oral testimony from Palestinian
refugees, which he identifies as a
serious gap in Morris’s research.

In rejecting the analogy of Zion-
ism with apartheid, Kadalie and her
daughter Julia Bertelsmann (Fran-

chising ‘Apartheid’: Why South

Africans Push the Analogy, 2008)
argued that apartheid was charac-
terised by job reservation, separate
amenities and disenfranchisement
of the black majority, which were
not actions taken by the Israeli state
against its Arab citizens.

Notwithstanding Kadalie’s and
the Israeli Embassy’s protestations,
both apartheid South Africa and

Israel share the fact that ethnic
cleansing played a significant role in
establishing both systems. In South
Africa, between 1960 and 1983,
3.5 million people of colour were
forcibly relocated from their homes
in areas prescribed for whites, to
other group areas, mainly Bantus-
tans (Platzky and Walker, The Sur-

plus people – Forced Removals in

South Africa, 1985). As in the case of
Zionism, apartheid required ethni-
cally cleansed areas in which the
“white population” would be the
majority of the citizens. Both
apartheid South Africa and Israel
can be characterised as societies in
which ethno-national control was
extended over contested territory,
through land ownership and land
usage legislation (cf. Kedar and Yif-
tachel, Land Regime and Social Rela-

tions in Israel, in De Soto and
Cheneval Realising Property Rights,
2006).

Questioning why Israel is singled
out for criticism while other abusers
of human rights, such as Robert
Mugabe, are not, is a diversionary
tactic. Tutu is on record for criticis-
ing the regime of Mugabe years ago.
He can hardly be called an ANC
hack, given his brave and principled
stand against Thabo Mbeki regard-
ing the latter’s autocratic style of
governance as well as his adminis-
tration’s policies on Zimbabwe,
HIV/Aids and human rights abuses
elsewhere in the world that South
Africa avoided criticising in the UN.

Unquestioning support for Israel
has been based on the assumption
that the Jewish people are justified
in their actions against the Pales-
tinians (including the 1948 ethnic
cleansing) to prevent being annihi-
lated in an anti-Semitic, Gentile
world, even if this means covering
up or being economical with the
truth. A different view of Jewish
identity could be that we honour our
six million martyrs through com-
mitting ourselves to uncovering the
truth about all human rights abuses
and war crimes, wherever and
whenever they occur, and especially
when they are committed in our
name.

● Dr Hendler is an independent

analyst of social, political and eco-

nomic processes and a practitioner

who advises on urban development

and human settlement.

PRESIDENT Jacob Zuma has
wielded the axe by firing several
cabinet ministers. The act alone is
worth reflecting upon since he has
done what his predecessor was
always so loath to do.     

One can do a quick mental scan
of failed ministers under Mbeki
and find that it was very difficult to
be unseated. Perhaps it was Mbeki’s
inability and unwillingness to take
advice or to see inefficiency and in-
competence amongst those he had
drawn into his inner circle which
made it difficult for him to fire
those who under-performed. 

So on one level it’s a positive sign
that Zuma appears able to shift
gear and create the uncertainty
which can spark better perform-
ance. But, like so much of his
tenure so far, the signals are mixed
and the outcomes far from guaran-
teed. The stated aim of the reshuf-
fle is to “improve service deliver”’. 

If that is the case then one won-
ders why Barbara Hogan has been
shafted and minister of defence
and military veterans, Lindiwe
Sisulu has retained her position? 

Sisulu has consistently denied
the public access to information
regarding the workings of the
defence force and has blatantly dis-
regarded Parliament, failing to
appear before Scopa (the standing

committee on public accounts) and
the defence committee several
times this year. 

Minister of Higher Education
Blade Nzimande retains his posi-
tion despite a series of bad judg-
ment calls which include excessive
expenditure on hotel stays and the
recent inexplicable axing of his
capable director-general, Mary Met-
calfe. Something is clearly rotten
within that crucial ministry and yet
Nzimande survives. 

It takes us into the world of ANC
compromises and ways of manag-
ing alliances within the ruling party.
Sisulu is simply too powerful to
touch, it would seem, and Nzimande
is an ally Zuma needs to keep close. 

Yet the president has attempted
to send out an important message
by firing Siphiwe Nyanda. This has
the potential to be significant and
must therefore be applauded. For
many months, Nyanda has been
accused of conflicts of interests. He
seemed quite out of his depth, as a
former defence force general, head-
ing the ministry responsible for the
public broadcaster. The SABC is in

turmoil and at no point did it seem
as if Nyanda had a handle on the
problem. So, Nyanda’s axing should
send a message to those within cab-
inet who have failed to make the
grade. But the message becomes
muddled in light of Hogan’s axing.

Principled and dedicated, Hogan
has sadly had little backing almost
from day one of taking on Public
Enterprises. Hers was the toughest
task for it was her job to take on the
parastatals and create some order
out of the chaos of Transnet and
Eskom in particular. 

It goes to the heart of the eco-
nomic plan: are parastatals seen as
strategic engines to grow the econ-
omy or are they viewed as organisa-
tions able to absorb ANC cadres
who need redeploying? It is a funda-
mental question which needs to be
answered, failing which the econ-
omy will not grow as it must. 

Can Malusi Gigaba pull off what
Hogan was trying to do, namely to
clean up the parastatals and create
engines of growth? As deputy min-
ister at Home Affairs, he comes
with a whiff of scandal after irreg-
ular expenditure claims. It is dif-
ficult to see what the inexperienced
Gigaba brings to the table. He is of
course a former Youth League pres-
ident and Zuma needs to keep the
league on his side. Yet something

feels wrong about Gigaba’s appoint-
ment to such a pivotal position. It
may well be the decision the presi-
dent will regret the most. 

Parliament has lost one of its
most energetic ANC MPs as Obed
Bapela moves to become Deputy
Minister of Communications. Ba-
pela has largely been responsible
for Parliament’s new accountability
model. He has been instrumental in
attempts to drive Parliament’s inte-
grated approach to climate change.  

Fatima Chohan, chairwoman of
the basic education committee and
an effective MP becomes Deputy
Minister of Home Affairs. Bapela
and Chohan have both left their
mark as principled MPs. No one is
shedding a tear at the loss of Lulu
Xingwana at Arts and Culture yet
Paul Mashatile’s elevation to a full
minister must surely have raised
some eyebrows. The move appears
to be far more about quelling the
party in-fighting in Gauteng, where
Mashatile has been at loggerheads
with Premier Nomvula Makonyane. 

So the cabinet reshuffle is a
mixed bag of decision and indeci-
sion. The only certainty is that it’s
going to be tricky to predict the rest
of Zuma’s term.
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A CENTURY ago today, Simon’s
Town was a-buzz with dignitaries,
and the pomp and ceremony associ-
ated with the official opening of the
Selborne Graving Dock. 

That event would signal the com-
pletion of the first phase of the
naval dockyard, the central feature
of which was the dry dock, capable
of accommodating battleships of
the Dreadnought-class, the largest
British battleships of the time. 

The yard had workshops for the
repair and maintenance of every
type of Royal Naval vessel and, since
no one could have foreseen the
events of 1914 that would plunge
Britain and its allies into war, the
facilities at Simon’s Town were
intended to be sufficient for the
needs of the navy for a long time. 

In view of the importance of the
event and the list of dignitaries who
would attend, naval guards of hon-
our were put through their paces by
bawling petty officers, sailors
cleaned-up ships and the dockyard
readied itself for the opening.

An unforeseen complication
arose. Besides the invited guests,
hundreds of Capetonians, eager to
share in this prestigious naval occa-
sion, were heading for Simon’s
Town. Crowds thronged railway sta-
tions, and such was the pressure on
the system, that several trainloads of

guests arrived barely in time for the
official opening by the Duke of Con-
naught, representing King George V.

The event lived up to expectation,
culminating in the duke pressing a
button to open the valves and, as the
naval band played the national
anthem and warships fired salutes,
water flowed into the dry dock. 

As the dignitaries retired after a
lavish banquet at Admiralty House,
as the stewards and galley hands
cleaned up into the wee hours, few
could have realised what lay ahead.

Within four years, the foresight of
those who had decided to construct
the dockyard would have been justi-
fied when the Royal Navy responded
to the aftermath of an assassin’s bul-
let that plunged the world into what
would be termed The Great War.

Some of the sailors in those
guards of honour, or who had fired
the salutes or washed the dishes
would perish in that war. 

Far from her normal White Star
Line trans-Atlantic route, the armed
merchant cruiser Celtic dry-docked
in August 1915 for maintenance as
well as a survey of underwater fit-

tings. She remains the longest ship
to have occupied the Selborne Dock. 

The dockyard workers’ first
encounter with major battle damage
was when the cruiser HMS Glasgow
arrived after the Battles of Coronel
and Falklands. Temporary repairs
had been done in Montevideo before
she crossed to Simon’s Town, where
permanent repairs were done.

Others also arrived for repairs or
refits, a pattern that was repeated
during World War II, when several
liners were converted to armed mer-
chant cruisers. 

Since the handover of the dock-
yard to the South African Navy in
1957, the expertise of the dockyard
staff has been demonstrated during
major conversions and refits of the
supply tanker Tafelberg, three Presi-
dent-class frigates, Daphne-class sub-
marines and many smaller vessels. 

And routine maintenance has
continued apace, while the occa-
sional merchant ship arrives for
urgent dry-docking when the Cape
Town dry docks are under pressure.

To commemorate the opening of
this important facility 100 years ago,
the energetic folks at the Simon’s
Town Historical Society have pub-
lished a book Simon’s Town Dock-

yard – The First Hundred Years,
available from the town’s museum.

brian@capeports.co.za

Finding acceptable solutions to Hangberg will take wise mediation
Paul Hoffman

THE South African constitution is
brief and to the point when it comes
to the right to housing. It guarantees
everyone the right to have “access to
adequate housing”. 

The state is enjoined to “take rea-
sonable legislative and other meas-
ures, within its available resources,
to achieve the progressive realisa-
tion of this right”.

No one may be evicted from their
home, or have their home demol-
ished, without an order of court
made after considering all the rele-
vant circumstances. No legislation
may permit arbitrary evictions.

The state is obliged to “respect,
protect, promote and fulfil” the right
of access to housing, along with the

other rights guaranteed in the Bill of
Rights. Among these are the right to
human dignity, to equality and to
have property rights protected.

One of the major means of pro-
moting the achievement of equality
is to provide adequate housing. 

An early activist for housing was
Irene Grootboom of Wallacedene,
but she died before receiving perma-
nent accommodation. However, her
case has served as the template for
interpreting socio-economics rights
and their enforcement via the law.

The Constitutional Court noted
the positive obligations placed upon
the state to ameliorate the plight of
the hundreds of thousands of people
living in deplorable conditions
around the country. All of the rights
in the Bill of Rights are, so the court

held, interrelated and mutually sup-
porting. It is the duty of the state to
foster conditions in which citizens
are enabled to gain access to land on
an equitable basis, but this does not
oblige the state to go beyond its
available resources or to realise
these rights immediately. 

Nevertheless, the state must give
effect to these rights and, when there
are appropriate circumstances, the
courts can and must enforce the
right of access to adequate housing.
Regard is had to the reasonableness
of the measures taken to realise the
right of access to housing.

Hangberg is part of Hout Bay –
that part nearest its harbour. Many
of those resident in Hangberg are
dependent for their livelihoods upon
the fishing industry based in the

harbour. They are understandably
resistant to the notion that they
should move to legal informal hous-
ing in Blikkiesdorp in Delft because
they are illegally and inadequately
housed in informal structures
erected in a firebreak on SanParks-
controlled land abutting the Hang-
berg housing scheme.

About 53 families are involved
and all attempts on the part of the
authorities to engage with them
have proved fruitless. 

The court proceedings for the
eviction of the illegal occupants
have been postponed to this month
and the parties have been encour-
aged to engage with each other sen-
sibly, and with the assistance of a
mediator, to ascertain whether a
mutually acceptable solution to the

problem can be negotiated. 
Devising a reasonable outcome

via mediation is no easy task. The
authorities are concerned that the
encroachment of the illegal infor-
mal structures on the firebreak will
give rise to an unacceptably high
risk of fire. The illegally housed res-
idents are concerned that their
breadwinners will lose their jobs if
they are obliged to trek to and from
Delft every working day. 

They have secured a toehold in a
sought-after area, and they are not
inclined to release what they have
without a struggle. Care must be
taken not to set a precedent that has
unfortunate and unsustainable ram-
ifications for other illegally housed
communities.

Sustainability has to be the

watchword in the deliberations with
the mediator.

As the legal protection of prop-
erty rights must be added to the bur-
dens upon the authorities (an influx
of people and finite land), it is plain
to see that there is no easy solution
to the problems of inadequate and
illegal informal housing in Cape
Town.

But the constitution is clear on
its approach to property rights: no
one may be deprived of property
except in terms of law of general
application, and no law may permit
arbitrary deprivation of property.

However, the fact that illegal
structures are erected on land that is
illegally appropriated by those
responsible for informal settlement
development, does not derogate
from the obligation of the state to
afford “access to adequate housing”.

The mediator who has been
passed this hot potato will have to
summon the wisdom of Solomon to
come up with an acceptable solution
for all.

● Hoffman, SC, is Director of the
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Between
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OUTCASTS: Arabs were systematically moved out of their homes pre-1948 as a way to enlarge the state of Israel, says the writer. Picture: AP


