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Israel stands at the apex of three continents. It is a bit smaller than Wales, a bit larger than New Jersey and would fit into Egypt 50 times. A drive from north to south lasts eight hours, and a drive from east to west takes about three.


The Israeli population is 8 million compared with 6 million Lebanese, 8 million Jordanians, 17 million Syrians, 27 million Saudi Arabians, 80 million Turks, 88 million Egyptians and 321 million Americans.




Nationalism & Identity


Forewarned


‘We are on the Map!’ declared Tal Brody, the Captain of the Israeli Basketball Team after a victory in the preliminaries of the European Cup. The longing for a place on the map is Israeli nationalism in a nutshell.


In some of its lighter manifestations this may take on a curious face: an Israeli actress landing a role in a Hollywood movie (as the hairdresser who gets shot dead in the opening scene while eloquently uttering her one line: ‘Ahhh!’) is hailed back home as the Keeper of Israel’s Place on the Map. The same goes for Israeli soccer players, musicians, Eurovision song contest contenders, writers, public speakers, retired Mosad agents employed overseas as anti-terrorism trainers, models (super and wannabes) – all carry with them, whether they like it or not, the blue and white flag. They are Israelis and are held dear by the silent others watching them and praying: ‘Please put on a good show! Put us on the Map!’


“The longing for a place on the map is Israeli nationalism in a nutshell.”


In many ways Israelis have succeeded in pushing upwards and breaking the surface of international anonymity. For such a tiny state, they occupy mountains of news time (even though the news has not changed in the last 2,000 years, i.e. war, peace and the occasional miracle). Furthermore, since most Biblical scenes occurred in what is now modern Israel, every church sermon everywhere has something to do with Israel and most of the world has at least heard of the holy places. But many people still believe Israelis ride camels to work and sleep in tents out in the desert (which they do, sometimes, but only on vacation), a belief strongly sponsored by travel agencies.


When confronted with flagrant misinformation about their country Israelis tend to be bemused, amused or hurt. But if a foreigner proves knowledgeable about them, they are in his debt for all eternity. He has passed the greatest test of all. He knows who they are and where they are – on the Map.


How they see themselves


Israelis try not to see themselves too often – literally. When travelling abroad, avoiding their own kind is considered a national sport. An Israeli has the ability to spot a fellow countryman in a crowd of spectators of a film shoot on a Los Angeles street. He sees him and immediately dislikes him, and if the other notices his glare (as he inevitably will), the feeling becomes mutual. Yet under different circumstances, such as when their backs are to the wall, Israelis stand united like no other nation. Sometimes they secretly long to have their backs to the wall just to be able to feel united.


“When travelling abroad, avoiding their own kind is considered a national sport.”


The reason for this conflict in the Israeli nature is that though united by fate, history and downright patriotism, they see their own faults only too clearly. In the Holy Land everyone is a critic. Israelis know exactly what is wrong with the rest of them (but not necessarily with their individual selves), and are not afraid to voice their criticism – which is, as any psychologist will agree, the first step towards recovery. They know they lack good manners, that they resent anyone slightly more successful than they are, spend hours trying to trick the system, days trying to trick one another, and haggle with everyone about everything.


“When their backs are to the wall, Israelis stand united like no other nation. Sometimes they secretly long to have their backs to the wall just to be able to feel united.”


On the other hand, they take pride in having almost no homelessness in their cities, and as proof of their feelings for their fellows will point to spontaneous public response when money is being raised, for instance, to save a sickly child. An Israeli proverb states ‘All Israel are brothers’, which is very obvious when landing at Ben Gurion airport. For years this airport has had to handle huge crowds of Israelis awaiting the return of friends and relatives. For every single Israeli returning (even from one week’s trip) there are at least five people waiting, teary-eyed. Eventually it became necessary to erect a special Welcoming Hall to contain the throng.


‘All Israel are brothers’ accounts for the fact that in Israeli apartment buildings all the neighbours know everything about everybody else: their vocation, hobbies, problems, salary and even shoe size. But if Israelis are likened to brothers, then like brothers they may occasionally engage in fierce quarrels. The fact that the very name Israel means ‘to quarrel with God’ gives one cause to reflect upon this apparently inherent trait, as illustrated by the following joke:


A group of American tourists venturing deep into a jungle were caught by cannibals. The cannibals wanted to eat the prisoners immediately as custom and hunger dictated, but the tribal chief ordered them to be held in captivity for three months. ‘Feed the Americans well. Once they’re plump, we shall have our feast,’ he ruled. A week later the same thing occurred to a group of British tourists who were also kept for three months awaiting their fate. When a group of Israeli tourists was captured, the cannibals were about to imprison them for the required three months. This time the chief objected: ‘These ones are called Israelis and must be eaten at once,’ he declared, ‘for if we leave them alone, they will soon eat each other.’


The Diaspora


When, in A.D. 70, the Romans had had enough of constant Jewish revolts in what was then known as the Roman province of Judaea, they burned down the Temple in Jerusalem and sent most of the Jews into exile. Seventy years later another revolt brought an end to the last remnants of Jewish settlement in Judaea: the Romans exiled those involved, and changed the name of the country to Palestine (borrowing it from a small stretch of southern coast). Thus began a period of exile referred to as ‘the Diaspora of the Jews’. It lasted some 2,000 years (give or take a few minutes), and during this time Jewish thinking, behaviour, language and culture evolved.


In 1948, when Israel was founded, and the name Palestine receded into the shadows (only to reappear years later), it seemed like a dream to the Jews. Yet at the very moment the vision of a Jewish state became a reality, a split emerged in Jewish identity. The Diaspora Jew was suddenly seen as weak, small and at the mercy of others, while the Israeli Jew was regarded as young, pioneering, free of masters and prepared to fight for his or her country. The contradiction between the Diaspora Jew and the Israeli Jew, the split in identity inside all Israelis, lies deep in the Israeli psyche.


“The contradiction between the Diaspora Jew and the Israeli Jew, the split in identity inside all Israelis, lies deep in the Israeli psyche.”


When Israelis mention Israel amongst themselves, they never say ‘Israel’, but always ‘Ha’Aretz’, meaning literally The Country (with a capital ‘T’). When someone is emigrating to Israel he is, in the Hebrew language, ‘ascending’, and when a person has left Israel for good, he has ‘descended’, which means he has joined the Diaspora.


Nowadays the Diaspora to many Israelis is where Jews can make lots of money and live an easy life: ‘What’s a Zionist in the Diaspora?’ ‘A Jew who solicits another Jew to give money so that a third Jew can go to Israel.’


“When someone is emigrating to Israel he is, in the Hebrew language, ‘ascending’, and when a person has left Israel for good, he has ‘descended’.”


How they would like others to see them


Israelis have never accepted themselves as part of the Middle East. It is well known in Israel that when God asked Moses where he would like to lead the Israelites, Moses (who had a severe speech impediment) had his heart set on Canada and answered: ‘Ca...Caan...Caaaan...’ ‘Canaan it is, then,’ ruled the Almighty. The rest is history.


This is the best explanation Israelis have for the fact that the so-called Chosen Land in reality is one third barren, and has no oil reserves and no friendly mow-the-lawn types as neighbours. They would have liked to be Americans, and would have settled for being Europeans. Israelis therefore would like to be seen as Americanized European pioneers, setting out from lush vegetation and snow-clad mountains to build a modern democratic state in the wilderness.


How they think others see them


Israel is like that girl in school who really cares what everybody is thinking about her, but pretends not to. (She also has a problem with clothes and body odour.)


‘The whole world is against us,’ say Israelis, sometimes jokingly but often seriously, when they are criticised by foreigners. They see the world as divided into roughly three groups: the group that likes them, the group that is vehemently against them, and the group that is totally indifferent to their existence. The last obviously suffers from lack of information and must be educated in order to become part of the first group.


“The so-called Chosen Land in reality is one third barren, and has no oil reserves and no friendly mow-the-lawn types as neighbours.”


The second group poses a great threat, for it has clearly bonded with the enemy. It is here that some notions get mixed up: if an Israeli gymnast back-flips her way from the bar straight into the lens of the camera at a World Championship, yet receives less than a 9.9, the judges are instantly deemed anti-Semitic. Coming second (or worse) in any kind of international contest is instantly attributed to Middle-East politics in the mind of the enraged Israeli. Fail to welcome a minor Israeli politician to your country and you will be forever labelled ‘pro-Arab’. The prevailing principle is: ‘You are either with us or against us.’

OEBPS/images/fm01-fig1.jpg
“Xenophobe’s®

“guide to the

LIS

Aviv Ben Zeev

Xenophobe's Guides





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“Xenophobe’sguide

TO THE

ISRAELIS

*1‘1‘1‘\1—//‘:'/

A frank and funny look
at whae makes the Israclis ISRAELI





OEBPS/images/fm03-fig1.jpg
T Avivfe

S





