
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Dear Marthie,

	 

	Forgive me for writing this to you directly. In a long life of having read poems and novels and reports of so many kinds, many of them of deep insight and value, I cannot remember ever having been moved as profoundly and as searingly and yes, also as painfully, as I am by your book. A far better hand than mine will be needed to try and describe the impact, the truthfulness, the humanity, the generosity and the compassion of your work. It will stand the test of time and survive the ill-will of those who do not wish to see what you are making so starkly clear. We cannot look away! We cannot pretend to be part of humanity in all its misery and magnificence and still live pretending we do not understand. We cannot afford not to know. For this too, is us. This, horribly so, is also what we do to one another!

	 

	Please permit me to thank you - I cannot tell you how much - for making it possible to believe that we can also be capable, as you illustrate here so strikingly, of empathy and of comprehension and commitment. And, above all, of the transforming acceptance of and respect for the other.

	 

	May this work be read as widely as possible. Not only by those concerned and the protagonists. But by everybody. For we are all of us involved. Let us not be allowed to pretend we did not know of this crime against humanity, of this agony of the Palestinian people. This too: your book, with the reports and the interviews with ‘ordinary’ women and men is a testimony to the immense bravery of the individual and communal spirit.

	 

	Thank you for sharing!

	Breyten Breytenbach
September 2022
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	The colourful fabric art in the cover image is part of a larger work, made up of strips of embroidery taken from Palestinian bridal dresses which are sewn together – a tradition dating back centuries. I bought it in Hebron while monitoring human rights violations there. On that morning, we were providing a protective presence to girls on their way to school, and witnessed and reported on the demolition of a farmer’s water cistern. The different stitches, patterns and colours celebrating a joyful union, remind me of the possibility of hope, of dedication, and new beginnings. It hangs on the wall in my study.
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FOREWORD

	When Marthie asked me to consider writing the foreword to 21 Voices, I hesitated only briefly, because I am aware of her theological and analytical approach to any topic, and of her quest for genuine truth in areas of ongoing injustice, not only in Palestine/Israel, my homeland. 

	I am a Palestinian Christian of Armenian descent whose seventy-five years have been directly connected to and affected by the happenings in an area often referred to as the ‘cradle of religions’ and the ‘centre of peace’. We are still awaiting peace, because our area is also known for its unsuccessful conquests and contradicting narratives, and the systemic oppression imposed by military power which demeans and dehumanises human beings, violates all moral values and laws, and destroys the beauty of creation. 

	Most Palestinians, whatever their faith, believe that all people are created in the image of God the Creator, the just, loving, and merciful. My commitment to striving for a just cause has taught me that one can learn valuable lessons from other countries that have experienced and suffered from man-made cruelty, assault, invasion, discrimination and, yes, apartheid. No wonder South Africans and Palestinians have a strong bond, even though the conditions are not entirely the same. The late Archbishop Desmond Tutu wrote in his foreword to A Palestinian Christian Cry for 

	Reconciliation:1 

	I grieve for the damage being done daily to people’s souls and bodies. I have to tell the truth: I am reminded of the yoke of oppression that was once our burden in South Africa ... I grieve for the land that suffers such violence, the marring of its beauty, the loss of its comforts, the despoiling of its yield. 

	 

	Foreword

	 

	Every person has the right to live in dignity. This conviction has helped me and my people to be tolerant and remain steadfast while facing all the constrictions imposed by the successive governments of Israel, violating universal values and human rights laws. In general, we respond nonviolently, but of course, there are ample legitimate ways of resisting. Many statements issued by Kairos Palestine, church leaders, interfaith, and human rights organisations clearly point out that in a hopeless situation, we refuse submission and instead offer the logic of love that unites people.2 Having witnessed successful endeavours and positive resolutions elsewhere, is it not time to rally efforts worldwide to make this region also, an example of harmonious and just living with equal rights for all?

	This is how I understand the words of the Archbishop: I am compelled to testify – if it can happen in South Africa, it can happen with the Israelis and Palestinians. There is not much reason to be optimistic, but there is every reason to hope. 

	These activists, from both South Africa and Israel, articulate clearly why they are involved in Palestine and Israel. This is no ordinary report, and I am hoping that readers will be reminded of the rights and obligations that strengthen community and global ties. The author has encouraged the activists to bare their souls and reveal their feelings, whether those feelings stem from faith or spirituality or not. It is fascinating how those who call themselves secular, agnostic or atheist all espouse the importance of humanity and a refusal of inequality. In the process of finding the other, the advocates speak of transformative experiences within themselves. The Palestinian just cause is an example of a uniting factor that seeks a truth that is able to set people free. For followers of the incarnated Saviour, the proclamation articulated in the synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 4:18) is the guiding principle: release the captives, recover the sight of the blind and set free those who are downtrodden. It is essential first to listen to the oppressed, and then to act in their service. As Marthie notes, these men and women aspire not only to bring about changes in laws, policies, and political structures, but also to shift world views, hearts, and choices to reflect a coming together of peoples.

	The research is thorough. Violations of international laws are documented clearly and based on grassroots testimonies. In a changing world, human beings are invited to seek, discern, and choose. The change occurs internally, within us, but also within the community. The goal is to become whole in body and soul.

	Thank you, dear Marthie, and the twenty-one activists, for calling upon human beings to be courageous, vocally and in actions, so that we too - Palestinians, liberated and free - can welcome you and introduce you to the beautiful peoples of this land. Together, we can preserve the dignity of all, to live and flourish.

	Nora Carmi 
Jerusalem, 2022

	 

	Nora refers to herself as "a retired community-builder and a human being from the land of the Holy One who tries to live the love that liberates all peoples". In the last four decades, she has served in many religious and civil society organisations, including the Young Women's Christian Association (YWCA), the Sabeel Ecumenical Liberation Theology Center, and Kairos Palestine. She remains involved in Pax Christi International, the World Day of Prayer movement, and other organisations and networks.
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PREFACE

	On a winter’s day in Cape Town, Mitri Raheb turned his gaze to the clouds outside.3 “When you are in Palestine,” he said quietly, “you feel that ultimate despair and ultimate hope are so very close together”. 

	I know this feeling. From September to December 2011, I shared a house with four other internationals in a rural area of the West Bank. At dawn and at dusk, one of us would patrol the road of about two kilometres between the isolated sections of Lower and Upper Yanoun. The infrastructure and lands of this farming community were neglected, the rocky soil had not been tilled or fertilised and the trees had not been pruned. Most of the almond and fig trees, and the grape vines, were gone. We bought cheese and yoghurt made from sheep’s milk and taboon bread from the community. For the rest of our supplies, we went to the neighbouring village, Aqraba. 

	The harassment started in 1996. Zionist Jews from the nearby settlement Itamar and its outposts, who wanted this privately owned Palestinian land, raided the villagers’ houses. They killed and stole livestock, destroyed thousands of olive trees, set fire to the only source of electricity (a generator donated by the United Nations), and damaged the water sources. The villagers stayed. Then, in 2002, the settlers held the unarmed inhabitants at gunpoint, telling them to be gone by the next week if they did not want to be killed. Most fled, but when outraged Jewish Israelis and internationals heard what had happened, they helped the Palestinians to return. Since 2003, teams of international volunteers have maintained a full-time presence in order to protect Yanoun’s families and their property.4

	Yet the invasion has never stopped. The farmers no longer have free access to their orchards, olive groves and grazing. Month by month, Itamar and its outposts encroaches on Yanoun. Each new fence, each new road and structure increases the isolation of the villagers and claims more Palestinian land. There, on a winding road threading its way between twisted olive trees and undulating hills with their ancient caves, under a sky pierced by F-16 fighter jets, it felt as if both the darkest evil and the most abundant life poured forth from the soil. My every step – a fleeting presence – marked the pivotal importance of each moment. Where are we heading? 

	This narrow strip of land between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River – the so-called Holy Land – has become, in a stinging irony, one of the most contested and violent places of our time. In 1948, the same year the United Nations adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights5 to protect the basic and universal civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights of all people, the Palestinians lost most of their land and were reduced to second-class citizens.

	Today the deep differences between Palestinian and Israeli narratives lead many to conclude that it is too difficult to understand how it all began, why the tension continues unabated, and how it can be resolved. They argue that it is not worthwhile becoming involved, and give up on an issue that seems insurmountable. There are also those who argue that Palestinians must make way for Jews because it is the ‘will of God’ or necessary for Jewish survival. Since October 7, 2023, the polarisation has in many ways become more extreme. 

	How can something that one person sees as so blatantly wrong be the conscious choice of another? Is it morally responsible to take sides, and if so, on which grounds? For many years, I have questioned what makes people associate themselves with certain values. What makes us shift positions, or remain fixed in a particular point of view? What informs attitudes and behaviour? These questions, and my impression that the world is poised on a knife-edge, became more urgent and pertinent following my exposure to the grassroots reality of Palestine-Israel. 

	When I began to speak up about the gap between my former beliefs and what I had witnessed, I was met by a flood of criticism. Around the same time, I encountered several dedicated non-Palestinians who, almost always at their own expense and in the face of great social resistance, support the Palestinians’ nonviolent struggle for liberation.6 What drives them to promote Palestinian rights? Why go beyond merely recognising injustice? What moves an ordinary person – an introvert like me who does not want a public life – to speak up about this issue? I felt a great sense of urgency to understand more. This led me to interview people with experience, and to a doctoral study on transnational activism. This book contains these interviews with South Africans and Jewish Israelis who campaign for Palestinian rights. 

	Activists are often considered cynical or vengeful. This is not the picture these people present. Their views transcend conventional boundaries of religion, culture, race and nationality. They shatter the illusions and delusions cultivated by propaganda, and show that this is a human rights issue: if the world cannot solve this matter, then international law does not protect all people. One by one the activists connect the past and the present, the private and the public, the local and the global. 

	There is an Arabic word for endurance in adversity: ‘sumud’. It signifies resilience and consistency, a quiet strength, an immense patience in confronting an adversary. Many of the activists speak of negotiating a personal crisis, of a reckoning, a confrontation within the depths of discomfort, and an eventual awakening to a sense of emancipation born of integrity. Their insights extend from the particularity of the Palestinian plight to the conception of a more humane and just global ethos. They embody a commitment to something far broader. Their point of departure is not a national state, but an interpersonal moral state. This book springs as much from my desire to share these perspectives as it does from the activists’ wish to share their unfiltered views with a wider audience. 

	 


RESEARCH RATIONALE

	  

	There are a variety of excellent scholarly books on the Palestinian struggle, but they are not freely available in South Africa, and these sources seldom appeal to the general public. Additionally, none of the studies on transnational activism focuses specifically on the ethical orientations of both South Africans and Jewish Israelis who support the Palestinian struggle. This book sheds light on these areas, lending insight into what urges seemingly unlikely candidates to join the cause in a way that is scientifically and ethically accountable. 

	The contextual nature of this qualitative research in systematic theology, ethics and public theology called for an exploratory, interdisciplinary and inductive approach. My focus was on what convinces people, whether religious, spiritual, agnostic, atheist or of other existential orientations, to advocate for Palestinian rights. It is precisely because of, not in spite of, their varied backgrounds that the interviewees’ responses appeal to theology.

	This book, in content and style, represents an innovative addition to the field of Palestine-Israel studies. The set of twenty-one interviews allows the activists’ self-perceived motivations and agency to take centre stage. The reader can thus gain a nuanced understanding of the intentions and the semantics of terms, phrases, musings, questions, uncertainties and silences. The narrative approach also encourages self-reflective thought and plays a vital role in shedding light on human actions and realisations linked to site-specific and intersectional experiences. The layered content affords the reader an immersive experience in lived circumstances, and serves as a background for the exploration of key intellectual and ethical concepts and themes.

	21 Voices is structured in three sections. It opens with a brief account of my own shift from passive oppressor to scholar-activist, my discovery of false claims, and the reasons and criteria for the interviews as explained on pages 24 to 28. The second and main part comprises the interviews. The final section is a conclusion and reflection on the insights gleaned from the interviewees, exploring how their views energise a shared struggle in a world that faces serious challenges. The issue at stake is about more than this specific struggle. 21 Voices presents an interdisciplinary and contextual lens for contemporary challenges, and highlights the imperative for moral renewal on both a local and global level. It adds social value by envisioning and demonstrating lived alternatives to the misery of state violence.

	This work differs markedly from my thesis. While the interviews were part of a doctoral study, this is the first time that any of them have been published in their entirety. The first and third sections draw on earlier research. This information has been reworked substantially to include several additional perspectives and sources, including recent developments. The outbreak of war in October 2023 has catapulted the Palestinian issue afresh onto the world stage. This necessitated an update and revision of the first and third sections of 21 Voices. Extensive endnotes, explanations of often-used terms and a detailed index are included. I confirm that the contents are my own original research, there is no plagiarism, and that I obtained official clearance from the University of Stellenbosch Research Ethics Committee to conduct the interviews.

	It is my hope that these autobiographical, participatory views relayed through each activist’s voice, coupled with systematic analysis and theoretical reasoning, will invite critical reflection, and moral and spiritual introspection. 21 Voices is presented to peers, scholars and researchers, and to anyone interested in the kind of citizenship and leadership that shapes a healthier global society.

	 

	 

	 

	
FROM SILENCE TO ACTION

	2014

	The morning light reflected brightly onto the ground floor of the Queen Alia Airport where Reverend Dr Molefe Tsele, South Africa’s Ambassador to Jordan, welcomed us on December 1, 2014.7 

	The drive from the airport near Amman to the Palestinian border takes about an hour. On our way through the arid landscape, we noticed an information sign indicating sea level. We stopped to take pictures with the Ambassador. 

	We were heading towards the lowest fixed crossing on the planet. The Jordanians call it the King Hussein Bridge. In Israel it is known as the Allenby Bridge, and for Palestinians it is Al-Karameh Bridge. Like all border posts into Palestine, this boundary with Jordan is controlled and staffed by the Israeli authorities. 

	It was my third trip to Palestine and Israel. To my two colleagues, everything was new. As we drove, the Ambassador mentioned the Israeli soldiers’ tendency to summon travellers from the Jordanian side to disembark from the buses that everyone crossing the Jordan River is obliged to use. As we said goodbye, he gave us his personal mobile number – just in case. 

	We received the necessary clearance on the Jordanian side and crossed the no-man’s land over the river in the bus. On the other side, Israeli staff screened us for the Ebola virus, then we lined up to obtain visas. 

	By noon, our passports, phones, and luggage had been confiscated and we were searched. My two colleagues were detained in one room, and I in another. A courteous man with dirty fingernails tapped out my profile on a computer. Behind him a beautiful young woman with smooth cappuccinocoloured skin and tensed shoulders leaned against the wall. With her hands in the pockets of her coat she observed me silently. Every now and then another woman in a long skirt and a headscarf entered. She spoke in Hebrew to the other two and fired clusters of questions and accusations at me. 

	This was the start of a process in which I was shuttled between at least fourteen people. When I asked why I was being questioned and how long it would take, I was told that they were simply doing their job. At one point I was sitting on a row of fixed metal chairs in a narrow passageway outside the interrogation rooms. Passing soldiers slammed the doors that sealed off the space. Next to me sat a Palestinian woman and two young people. She asked if I was cold. My legs were shaking uncontrollably. My face burned. It was winter but I was not cold. I closed my eyes and tried to meditate. Someone brought a small white plastic cup with black tea. I thanked him. The woman and the youngsters did not get any. She was summoned inside. Someone shouted at the top of his voice, she answered. He shouted, she replied. She came out and went back a few times; then the family was taken away. Weeks later, a Palestinian friend in Cape Town who is well acquainted with being interrogated at Israeli-controlled borders described the process as “a sea of uncertainty, temporality, emergency and hopelessness”. 

	I had it easy. I knew that the soldiers would, at most, make my day uncomfortable. By the time I was returned to the empty foyer with its colourful mural depicting Western tourists, it was already dark outside. I retrieved my luggage, then texted a colleague in South Africa. Edwin replied that after seven hours our two colleagues had been given visas and were on their way to the conference hotel in Bethlehem. I waited. Around ten o’clock that evening, I was told that I too would get a visa. 

	When an armed soldier eventually approached, he summoned me to the area where we had been screened for the Ebola virus hours earlier. He said nothing and made no eye contact. I realised at once that we were walking in the wrong direction – I was not going to get a visa. He led me to the outside area where five armed soldiers stood. I sat down and tried to read. One of the guards pointed at the book in my lap and told me excitedly that she had read that same book. My sense of the surreal grew. At this point, I messaged Ambassador Tsele to tell him that I had been forced to return to the Jordanian side. Shortly before midnight, I was eventually permitted to board the empty bus that had been standing there all along. A soldier approached the bus and handed my passport over to the driver. An hour later we arrived on the Jordanian side where the driver passed it to the authorities. There, Ambassador Tsele and one of his colleagues who had arrived from Amman helped me with the process of regaining my passport. A stamp, with the words ‘Allenby Border Control Access Denied’ in Hebrew and English, and two red lines, crossed out my earlier permission to enter Israel and Palestine.8

	We left the border post building in the early hours of the morning and walked across the empty parking lot to the Ambassador’s vehicle. On the seat next to me was a basket with a flask of hot tea and biscuits sent by his wife. I could not eat or drink; but this gesture, and the warm welcome at the Ambassadorial residence in Amman, reminded me that I have a face. I have a history and a place; I am a South African citizen. 

	For the Palestinians, things are different. Earlier that year, on March 10, 2014, Raed Zuaiter, a PhD graduate and distinguished judge, was on his way to Nablus in the West Bank to collect rental money from tenants, which he needed to pay for medical treatment for his four-year-old son who was in a coma. Judge Zuaiter, a thirty-eight-year-old Jordanian citizen of Palestinian origin, was unarmed, and he was not involved in politics. He too had to take the bus across the Jordan River. On that day Israeli soldiers ordered all passengers in transit between the two border posts out of the shuttle. As the judge stood with his hands raised above his head, he asked why he was being pushed around although he was complying with orders. In response, the soldiers forced him to his knees and fired five shots at close range, killing him. They destroyed his luggage with explosives; his lifeless body was left in the sun for hours. 

	Carrie Schwartz – a friend who was working in Jordan at the time – knew members of the Zuaiter family. She also knew that most Palestinian injuries and deaths do not feature in or even reach the Western media. When this incident received no attention in the English-speaking world, she published the story on my blog. Her post, “I Have One Child – The One You Shot Today” (March 30, 2014), went viral within hours.9 It also alerted Human Rights Watch, who eventually reached the family with Carrie’s help. The international attention led to a formal investigation. Under this pressure Israel’s Prime Minister at the time, Benjamin Netanyahu, issued a statement of regret, and a sum of money was paid to the family. No one was prosecuted. Zuaiter’s four-year-old son died later that same week. 

	 


1958 – 2011

	I was born in the late 1950s, and grew up in South Africa in the heart of Afrikanerdom. At the time, most Afrikaners considered their right to self-determination, over and above the rights of black people, to be a God-given law of nature.10 We believed in Christ, but our real religion was White Christian Nationalism. Despite a global outcry against South African apartheid, Koot Vorster, the leader of the Dutch Reformed Church at the time, declared in 1970 with unshakeable certainty:

	Our only guide is the Bible. Our policy and outlook on life are based on the Bible. We firmly believe the way we interpret it is right. We will not budge one inch from our interpretation to satisfy anyone in South Africa or abroad. The world may differ from our interpretation. This will not influence us. The world may be wrong. 

	We are right and will continue to follow the way the Bible teaches.11 

	There was another country that we held dear. Ever since I can remember, I absorbed the stories of an ancient land dotted with stony hills, olive, almond, fig and pomegranate trees – a place through which the Jordan River flows. My mental picture of Israel was that of a land of milk and honey for chosen people. Some of the illustrations from my children’s Bible, such as one, where Israelite scouts return from Canaan carrying two gigantic bunches of grapes on a yoke over their shoulders, remain vivid in my mind. When I was older, my father would read to us from the large family Bible after supper. Then, as we did on Sundays in church, my family and I sang hymns about Israel and the supposed ‘God-elected’ people. Life was safe and simple, and God was on our side. Or so I believed. 

	This worldview ruled most of my childhood. In my community the metaphorical glass wall between whites and blacks had to be maintained at all costs. We could see and talk, but we could not touch. The implication was, if someone dared to break the glass, white people would get hurt. I both feared and loathed this partition that put people in their presumed place, so I preferred to avoid this sense of discomfort. However, I could not escape it. I sensed an ever-present layer in the eyes of the Bapedi people I grew up with, that made them appear withdrawn and shadowed, courteous but cautious. It was a veneer I did not try to peel back. Every now and then I would glimpse it – in the caring face of the woman who helped in our household, in the eyes of a boy whose gesture of willingness to carry my heavy bags I rejected, in the texture of a man’s tie and jacket, in the curve of a child’s smile.

	I consciously began to register the concept of apartheid and the associated double standards in my country during my secondary school and university years. As I crammed for exams late at night, I tried to rationalise why I had the privilege of studying for a teaching career with a fully funded state bursary at a university of my choice, whereas Maria, who ironed our clothes and washed our floors and dishes, could not. I was never able to give myself an acceptable answer to this recurring inner debate. Instead, I submitted to inaction, just as everyone else around me seemed to be doing.

	From time to time, I heard the name Beyers Naudé – spoken with a hushed disdain that labelled him a heretic, a traitor to Afrikaners, someone to be loathed. Like his father, a pastor who had co-founded the Afrikaner Broederbond, Naudé Jr. was a minister in the Dutch Reformed Church and a member of the Broederbond. This covert, Calvinist, male-only society promoted Afrikaner culture with the aim of gaining national socioeconomic and political control.12 But after the Sharpeville massacre of 1960, during which the police opened fire on a crowd of black protestors, killing sixty-nine of them, Beyers Naudé publicly rejected any theological basis for apartheid. He was later forced to resign from his church post, and eventually severed ties with the Broederbond. When the apartheid regime put Naudé under house arrest in 1977, I was in my second year at university.

	Why did I not speak up at the time? What seemed like an inevitable crisis disturbed me, but I viewed the problem – and the solution – as something beyond my control. I felt that ordinary citizens like me were powerless to change the political system. I could not imagine alternatives. 

	In 1932, the American intellectual and theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, who later encouraged Christians to resist Hitler in World War II, proposed that it is easier for communities to display a lower level of morality than it is for individuals. Niebuhr argued that moral and political confusion is rooted in collective behaviour, and this is unlikely to be addressed through reason or even conscience. The solution, he said, is not more knowledge or intelligence, since relations between people tend to be determined by issues of power and money, and not by ethics.13 

	Was I trapped by the power of the Afrikaner tribal order? Or by the conviction that the Afrikaner deserved a place in the sun after the notorious concentration camps of the South African War of 1899–1902 when the British tried to incorporate South Africa into their empire?14 Field-Marshal Lord Kitchener’s strategy was to sweep the country bare of all resources that could sustain the local guerrilla resistance. Under his leadership the British forces uprooted an entire people, burnt down farm buildings and crops and destroyed livestock, and interred the women, children, and older men in forty-five concentration camps. This assault on resources, the death of tens of thousands, and the Afrikaners’ struggle for self-determination, was imprinted in me by my education and upbringing. Yet, I knew nothing about the suffering of the black South Africans who helped the Afrikaners resist Britain’s imperial onslaught, or their dependants on those same farms, or the black allies of the Boers incarcerated in more than sixty separate concentration camps. 

	If I acknowledge the inappropriateness of the cultural-survival line of argument, I could perhaps explain that my emotional insecurity as a teenager exacerbated my inaction. I could also unpack how we as Afrikaners saw ourselves as a chosen nation in ‘darkest Africa’. But all of that would be blaming someone or something else. I have no grounds whatsoever to assume a rigid cause-and-effect relationship between ideologies and external circumstances on the one hand, and who I am on the other. Niebuhr’s explanation of collective moral confusion does not exonerate me. Choices other than mine were certainly possible.

	By the early 1990s, I thought I had realised the wrongness of putting different groups into boxes according to skin colour; I thought I had evolved. But perhaps I had simply moved with the times, fitting in with the mood of political transformation in my country. I had almost everything that I imagined represented a good life. Why then, I asked myself, did it feel as if something was amiss? Why was I not truly content despite my privilege, and the liberation of my country? 

	My husband passed away in 1999 and I was catapulted into a deep sorrow. I was also confronted by a myriad of questions on the meaning and purpose of life, relationships, and identity – in fact, an existential crisis. This loss forced me to face my own self, my fears and my misconceptions. I felt stuck. I was yet to discover the liberation of trusting and acting on my conscience. This position, of being guided from within and not from without, is also part of Niebuhr’s ethical approach.

	In 2007, I enrolled for postgraduate studies on the dynamics between religion and socio-political, economic, and other agendas. Two years later these studies took me to Humboldt University in Berlin, where I spent four months. The still-gaping scars of the Cold War, and the chilling reminders of the calculated destruction of the city’s vibrant Jewish culture before and during World War II, deepened my awareness of the fact that ideology in the service of religion can override compassion, and disrupt and destroy lives – as had also happened in my country.

	Not long after my return home, I attended a public lecture by Yakof Rabkin, then Professor of Contemporary History at the University of Montreal in Canada. That evening, at the Beyers Naudé Centre for Public Theology at Stellenbosch University, Rabkin – an Orthodox Jew – explained that not all Jews agree with, or associate with, the State of Israel. There is a profound difference between Judaism and Zionism, he said. Judaism is a religion, while Zionism is an ideology that promotes settler colonialism and racism under the guise of religion.15 The problem is not Jewishness or Judaism. The problem is Zionism.

	I had no idea that not all Jews support the State of Israel. I thought I knew how to think about Israel. Did the European Jews – whom I had assumed were descendants of the biblical Jews – not in fact return to ‘a land without a people’? Did they not rightfully claim a safe place after the atrocities of the Holocaust? As I started to do my own research my confusion and bewilderment deepened. Was it true that Arabs had already populated the land since the seventh century BCE? And how could I have forgotten about the presence of Christians in Israel and Palestine? 

	Many Jews are not religious and have no ancestral ties with the land, as I explain in the ‘Key Terms’ – but that evening, Rabkin’s lecture made me realise that my naive perceptions had been informed by Zionism and not by Judaism or Jewishness. Zionism, he explained, is a form of imperialism that tries to mould the world’s transnational and extraterritorial Jewish identity into a single geopolitical identity, in order to establish complete control over all of Palestine and Israel.

	Looking back, I am at a loss to explain why I had simply assumed that Jews – unlike all other peoples today – have a ‘pure bloodline’ that had remained undisturbed over thousands of years. I was already aware of the problems of reading the Bible literally, of ignoring context and differing literary genres, treating it as if it were a scientific textbook. For example, where the Bible refers to the earth as flat and static (Joshua 19, Psalms 93:1, Revelation 7:1), it cannot be taken as a divine axiom which proves the shape of our planet. To choose and apply texts randomly without their historical and theological contexts is misleading and unscholarly. Even so, I realised that I had conflated the biblical Israelites with the modern Israelis. I had not made the distinction between biblical story and biblical history, or between the Israel of the Bible and the modern State of Israel.16 

	Only years later did I learn that Israel’s occupation of Palestine cannot be validated through historic hegemonic rights. Research by Spangenberg and Van der Westhuizen, for example, shows that the territorial promises in the Pentateuch give no clear indication of the borders of the so-called Promised Land.17 Their systematic analysis of the region’s occupation history since 1200 BCE also shows that the Israelites, the Judaic people, and later the Jewish Israelis, occupied the area for about 500 years. Christian groups controlled all or parts of the area for 526 years, while Muslim groups reigned for almost 1500 years, as shown in Table 1.18 

	There was so much I had not been aware of. When Jews began arriving in the region from Europe and Russia in the late nineteenth century, some sought a haven from political persecution, wanting to settle peacefully in Palestine. Jews who had not moved to Palestine, such as Martin Buber, Hannah Arendt, Albert Einstein, and Judah Magnes, also supported ideas of peaceful cohabitation. However, a contingent of Jews who emigrated from Europe planned to conquer and control all of Palestine. Eventually, the idea of a secure identity and place for Jews in a shared land, Homeland Zionism, gave way to the establishment of a Jewish State on Palestinian land or State Zionism.19 

	Over the years, the violent imperialism of Zionism has been obscured by orchestrated disinformation, leading millions of well-meaning people astray. At that stage I was wholly unaware of the existence of two official – and very different – accounts of how the State of Israel was established. I only knew the Zionist version. 

	In the official Zionist or Israeli version of the events preceding the declaration of the State of Israel in 1948, the Irgun and other paramilitary Zionist groups courageously fought against an overwhelming Arab power which had a coordinated plan to destroy the fledgling Jewish State. Israel’s[image: Image]version states that Britain tried to prevent the establishment of a Jewish State, and that hundreds of thousands of Palestinians voluntarily left their homes. For example, the exhibition in Israel’s Etzel House in what is now called Yafo on the outskirts of Tel Aviv, tells the story of the Irgun’s bravery in Israel’s War of Independence. This museum on the promenade greets the visitor with the words ‘In Memory of the Liberators of Jaffa’, celebrating the message that victory in Jaffa, as elsewhere in Palestine, came about by the sheer grace of God.
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	About an hour’s drive from Etzel House, in the hills of West Jerusalem, lies Israel’s Holocaust memorial – the Yad Vashem Museum. Here, the impressive architecture steers the visitor through a representation of the depths of horror and grief up to an elevated, broad balcony offering a sweeping vista of the Jerusalem hills. The message is clear – the expansive panorama of the land lies before one as if to restore a sense of hope and resurrection.20 From this balcony on a clear day, looking west, a small village can be seen spilling down a hill across the valley. Today this illegal Jewish settlement – Kafr Shaul – stands on the ruins of a demolished village. There, on Friday April 9, 1948, the Irgun and members of other Zionist commandos killed more than a hundred men, women, and children in the Palestinian village of Deir Yassin, famous for its limestone works. The Zionist forces looted and raped; they severed body parts to remove jewellery, slaughtered a pregnant woman – slicing her open with a butcher’s knife – and shot a girl who tried to rescue the unborn baby. The next morning the head of the International Red Cross delegation, Jacques de Reynier, encountered members of the Irgun in the small village. De Reynier reported: 

	All of them were young, some even adolescents, men and women armed to the teeth: revolvers, machine-guns, hand-grenades, and also cutlasses in their hands, most of them still bloodstained. A beautiful young girl with criminal eyes showed me hers still dripping with blood; she displayed it like a trophy.21

	This account by De Reynier, as well as the observations of the British interrogating officer, Richard Cutling, were meticulously reported by the British forces that held command in Palestine during that period. The surviving Palestinians of Deir Yassin, shocked to the point of collapse, were rounded up and paraded through the Old City of Jerusalem. Some were taken to a nearby quarry and executed. The orphaned children were deposited near the Damascus Gate of the Old City where they were rescued by Palestinians and brought to an orphanage in Jerusalem. As word of the Deir Yassin massacre spread, Palestinians from other villages fled for fear of a similar fate.22

	The ancient port city of Jaffa, with its winding alleyways and traditional stone-cut architecture, was the last urban area taken by the Irgun and Haganah troops. As the cultural capital and the largest city of Palestine, it was an economic hub, well-known for its export of Jaffa oranges. The Greater Jaffa area included twenty-four villages and seventeen mosques. None of these villages were left standing. One mosque survived. According to now declassified Israeli military documents, the people of Jaffa were “pushed into the sea when the crowds tried to board the far-too-small fishing boats that would take them to Gaza, while Jewish troops shot over their heads to hasten their expulsion.”23 Jaffa was renamed Yafo on May 13, 1948. 

	The next day, Zionist leaders unilaterally declared seventy-eight percent of Palestine to be the State of Israel. The Irgun and other Zionist militia became part of the Israeli military. Yafo became part of Tel Aviv. Today, visitors from all over the world visit the sleek glass structure of Etzel House, which was constructed on the remains of a former Ottoman building. The ruins of Deir Yassin and hundreds of other Palestinian villages disappeared beneath new Israeli houses, schools, shopping centres and forests. No one was held accountable for the massacre and displacement of civilians and the destruction and looting of their properties and resources.

	BBC reporter Jonathan Dimbleby made it clear that the expropriation and depopulation of Deir Yassin and Jaffa were not isolated acts of bestiality or the actions of a vulnerable and embattled people who faced the wild excesses of brutal ‘Arab hordes’.24 Dimbleby’s observation is supported by the findings of Jewish Israeli academics and verified by State documents. 

	Since the early 1980s, Israel’s New Historians25 have challenged the official Zionist version of history, after Israel declassified and released official military papers, thirty years after the 1948 war. These government documents contain evidence that defies mainstream perceptions of how Israel came into being and shows the very opposite of the Zionist claims. In fact, the Zionist militia had the advantage in numbers and arms while most Palestinians were killed, expelled, or fled out of fear. Using evidence from the declassified papers, historian Ilan Pappe, for example, explains step by step how the violent onslaught against the indigenous Arab population was conceived as a master plan, not of war, but of ethnic cleansing.26 The eleven Zionist men under leadership of David Ben-Gurion who formalised this plan on March 10, 1948, in the now demolished Zionist headquarters or ‘Red House’ in Tel Aviv, dispatched detailed orders that same night. They tasked units of underground Zionist militia to forcibly remove the Palestinians by employing “large-scale intimidation; laying siege to and bombarding villages and population centres; setting fire to homes, properties and goods; expulsion; demolition; and, finally, planting mines among the rubble to prevent any of the expelled inhabitants from returning.”27 The Arab countries’ forces that tried to come to the rescue of the Palestinians were divided and ineffective and the rest of the world simply stood by. By that time, Britain had given no support for the establishment of a Palestinian State and had actually promised a Jewish State on Palestinian land in its notorious 1917 Balfour Declaration. 

	Although the individual political views and focus areas of the New Historians vary significantly, they agree that the depopulation of hundreds of Arab villages and large swathes of urban areas, coupled with the looting of Palestinian wealth (banks, businesses, fields, export industries, natural resources) was part of an orchestrated strategy led by Ben-Gurion. Jewish historians Ilan Pappe and Benny Morris, for example, differ starkly on Zionism. Yet their respective chronicles are congruent with Palestinian author Walid Khalidi’s meticulous descriptions of the events.28 In this evidence-based narrative, the mass dispossession and expulsion of 1947 and 1948 became known as ‘The Catastrophe’ or ‘Al-Nakba’. 

	As the years pass and Israel declassifies more government papers, the picture of what happened in the area that became the State of Israel becomes starkly clearer. Eighty-five percent of the Palestinians in this area were summarily turned into refugees. In 2021, an investigative report by the Israeli newspaper Haaretz and the Akevot Institute for IsraeliPalestinian Conflict Research revealed government discussions on two large-scale operations – one in the south and another in the north of Palestine – in October 1948. Dozens of Palestinian villages were attacked and tens of thousands of their inhabitants forcibly expelled. Thousands of others fled out of fear. Massacres occurred also in the villages of Al-Reineh, Meron and Al-Burj. “Within less than three days, the IDF [Israel Defense Forces] had conquered the Galilee and also extended its reach into villages in southern Lebanon. The overwhelming majority of them [Palestinians] took no part in the fighting,” reported Haaretz.29

	Almost eight decades after 1948, the Nakba continues relentlessly. Wherever one looks today, the stories of the demolitions, expulsions, and the eradication of Palestinian history remain. The number plates of Israeli and Palestinian vehicles differ, forcing Palestinians onto separate roads. Jewish families evict Arab families and move into their houses. Stones and buildings are repainted in the blue and white of Israel’s flag. Agricultural land is appropriated and replanted and water sources are destroyed or confiscated. Armaments are tested on unarmed civilians. The discriminatory laws, the checkpoints, the settlements and settlement outposts, the Separation Barrier, the bombardment and siege of Gaza, the illegal detention of children, the restrictions on marriage and residency, and many other forms of state violence – all coalesce into an ongoing project of the erasure of all traces of Palestinian existence.30 Figure 2 illustrates how Israel has changed borders and residency rights to lay claim to Palestine.31 The whitewashing and misrepresentation also continue. Jason Stanley, for example, writes about the way in which organized Zionist propaganda deliberately misleads the public by presenting the Palestinians as suspect, and Israel as reasonable and sincerely interested in peace and Palestinian well-being.32

	Until that evening of lectures at my faculty, I had not recognised the irony, or the contradiction, in Israel’s claim to be both a ‘Jewish’ and a ‘democratic’ state.33 I was yet to grasp the asymmetrical dynamics. It was not a conflict, it was oppression. I thought that all Arabs were Muslims and that the issue was so complex that it was impossible to discern right from wrong. I did not know that, although both parties experience and commit acts of armed violence, as stated by Phyllis Bennis, Jewish American authoractivist, the “overall right of an occupied population to resist a foreign military occupation, including through use of arms against military targets, is recognized as lawful under international law”.34 Alarmingly, I was unaware of the overwhelming amount of evidence against Israel catalogued by the International Committee of the Red Cross, Oxfam, Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, the United Nations, and others.

	It was unimaginable to me that Israel could be actively and purposefully perpetrating these crimes. It simply felt wrong. Were Jews not the oppressed – the victims? Did they not deserve a chance after the atrocities of the Holocaust? Had Israel not been doing its utmost for years to establish peace in the region? In short, my confusion between the biblical Israel and the State of Israel, my assumption that all Jews are people of faith, my deep sympathy for Jewish suffering and my failure to interrogate the history of the Palestinians, had led me along the path of support for Zionist ideas. My ignorance and naivety had allowed me to condone an oppressive regime. I was shocked and deeply ashamed that I, a post-apartheid South African, was still maintaining an exceptionalist position that discriminates between groups of people. I felt implicated, and considered myself an oppressor by proxy.

	[image: Image]

	Map 1: Palestine under British Mandate when Jews owned less than 7% of the land and Arabs outnumbered Jews by two to one. 

	Map 2: In April 1948 Britain withdrew as occupier of Palestine. The still inexperienced United Nations then partitioned the land into two states. UN Resolution 181 designated 45% for the Arab majority (an Arab State) and 55% for the Jewish minority (a Jewish State). Jerusalem was proposed as a separate body under international control.

	Map 3: Zionist leaders unilaterally proclaimed the State of Israel on May 14, 1948, on 78% of Palestine. By then the broad Zionist paramilitary movement had dispossessed, destroyed, and depopulated hundreds of villages and most urban areas. From May 1948 to June 1967, the remaining 22% of Palestine consisted of the Gaza Strip (controlled by Egypt), and the West Bank and East Jerusalem (controlled by Jordan). 

	Map 4: In 1967, Israel captured the Gaza Strip, the West Bank, East Jerusalem, the Golan Heights and the Sinai Peninsula. This brought the remaining 22% of Palestine under Israeli occupation. Again, hundreds of thousands of Palestinians fled, worsening the refugee crisis that had begun in 1948. Since then Israel’s efforts to remove and oppress Palestinians continue unabated. 

	

	When the late Dr Clint le Bruyns (then a lecturer at Stellenbosch University’s Faculty of Theology) told me about his plans to visit the West Bank in December 2010, it piqued my interest. A few months later I applied to participate in the World Council of Churches’ Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI). Before I left, I spent time with a group of Palestinian Christians in Johannesburg, and in Stellenbosch. They were in South Africa to launch the Afrikaans version of the Kairos Palestine Document, A Moment of Truth: A Cry of Faith, Hope and Love from the Heart of Palestinian Suffering.35 In this document, Palestinians speak of engaging with the humanity of the oppressor, and their yearning for a just peace for all in Palestine and Israel. I listened for days to their passionate plea for help and to their firm commitment to nonviolent resistance informed by their Christian faith. It struck me that for these Christians, the ongoing Nakba is not merely an identity crisis and a political catastrophe. For them, the Nakba is also a religious catastrophe as a significant number of the world’s Christians use the Bible as a tool to license the oppression of fellow Christians, and other Palestinians. 

	Five months later, I arrived in East Jerusalem at the height of the northern hemisphere’s summer. As one of thirty-two trained ecumenical accompaniers in Team 41, part of my task was to provide a nonviolent protective presence to communities in their day-to-day activities. Like those teams that had served before us, we observed and catalogued human rights violations. This data we collected under the auspices of the World Council of Churches was also used by the United Nations, the Quartet, the International Committee of the Red Cross, Save the Children, as well as other organisations, agencies and political bodies.

	Despite the air of bustling activity in the Old City, its charm was not reassuring. In my exposure to Jerusalem, Yanoun and its surrounding villages, Nablus, the Jordan Valley, Hebron, and other EAPPI placements, I began to grasp the depth and frequency of human rights violations and their unrelenting daily impact on Palestinians. At the time, more than half a million illegal Israeli settlers lived in the military-occupied West Bank and East Jerusalem. Some of the settlers, often in collaboration with the army, regularly targeted Palestinian men, women and children and their property.36 

	One afternoon in Al-Walaja in the district of Bethlehem, myself, fellow South African Alicia Lawrence, and Barbara Kieser from Switzerland sat with a family as their terraced olive groves were confiscated to make way for the building of the Barrier (or Israeli Wall) and an Israeli-only road. We sat on a stone wall in the shade of a tree. The father, the mother, the aunts, the uncles, the children, and us – watching the bulldozer’s yellow claw lifting the limbs of the centuries-old uprooted trees through the dusty air onto trucks – to be replanted in Israel.

	“Where can I go?” asked the mother. “The Israelis talk about human rights, but they don’t respect them. This land is our livelihood. We eat from it, and we sell the rest to buy other things. Look, the trees are full of olives. This land has been in my family for six generations. My husband is angry – no one is stopping the Israelis. What do we now have for our children? In Israel they say that we are the wolf, and they are the lamb, but look – this is how it has been since 1948. Israel uses the security argument for everything, but they don’t care about us. They build as much as they can on our land before we become one Israeli State so that they can say, ‘This too belongs to us’.” 

	We remained with the family until the bulldozers were gone, the armed soldier who watched us from the opposite hill had left, and the dusty air settled. The wind came up; it blew the already tattered World Vision signboard over. I did not know what to say. Alicia broke the numb silence. If things had changed for us South Africans, perhaps they could change for the Palestinians, she offered. “Insha’Allah” [God willing], the father replied. 

	Most of the Barrier is not on the internationally recognised border but crosses Palestinian-owned land. Only fifteen percent runs along this 1949 Armistice Line, commonly known as the Green Line. The Barrier isolates Palestinian communities by cutting through roads, cities, villages, and buildings; by destroying livelihoods, restricting access to essential services such as health care, and disrupting contact between families. Palestinians are being purposefully, by design, removed from their land to make space for illegal Israeli settlements in the West Bank. More than eighty-five percent of Israel’s settlers live in these settlements – in the form of farms, towns and cities – in the area between the official international border and the route of the Barrier. This confiscation of Palestinian land is in direct defiance of international law. The entire 

	[image: Image]Barrier was declared illegal by the International Court of Justice in 2004. Figure 3 illustrates, as an example, a section of the route in Jerusalem and how it deviates from the Green Line in order to annex more Palestinian land.37 

	After about six weeks of logging multiple daily human rights violations, my fingers lay motionless on my laptop’s dusty keyboard. It was late, well after dinner. My four colleagues were already in bed. What words should I type to my family and friends? 

	That whole week in October 2011 had been marked by demolitions and associated orders:  the demolition of a farmer’s water cistern in Hebron, three houses and most of their owners’ possessions in Al-Qasab near Jericho, a mud school in Al-Auja’s farming community, almost the entire village of Al-Aqaba – the houses, school, mosque, clinic, communal oven, roads, animal shelters and shops, and all of the Bedouin community’s tents in Al-Hadidiya. A few weeks earlier Palestinian leaders had asked the United Nations to acknowledge Palestine as a member state. This request prompted Israeli settlers to torch and ravage centuries-old olive groves, to kill and injure unarmed villagers, and to desecrate a mosque as part of their ‘price tag’ strategy – a form of collective punishment in response to Palestinian requests for freedom and justice.38 This retaliation was in addition to the ongoing construction of the Wall, other injuries and killings, and the restrictions on access to grazing and agricultural land, roads, natural sources of water, electricity, education, medical services, courts, churches and mosques.39 And all of this over and above the incidents in other areas monitored by EAPPI groups, the bombing and siege of the Gaza Strip (where there were food restrictions and routine power cuts of twelve hours a day), the diminished rights of Arab citizens of Israel, and the refusal of Israel to allow the return of Palestinian refugees. It had become crystal clear that what I was witnessing was not a conflict between equal parties. 

	I knew it was time. In the preceding weeks, as I wrote about my former misconceptions on my blog and in my emails, a few people replied that they would like to know more. Others asked questions. Some, including friends and well-respected academics, asked to be removed from my distribution list. The majority did not respond at all. Recalling my own closing in and shutting off during South Africa’s apartheid, I knew I could not judge or blame, but it sat very heavily with me. I could no longer simply observe – I had to say it out loud, in public: Israel’s wholesale oppression of the Palestinians must end. The first step was to be honest about the skewed reality.

	I switched off my laptop and the desk light. The house was dark and quiet. As I crawled into bed in the room I shared with two female colleagues, my body started to shake uncontrollably. Behind my closed eyelids the vivid images of the yellow claws of the CAT and Hyundai bulldozers delayed the relief of sleep. 

	During the next few days the words began to flow. “How do we make sense of it?” the letters asked. After thirty-two photos, and even more questions about that week, the answer came: “We don’t … Instead, we advocate for the ending of the occupation and for a just peace based on international law”.40 I knew I could not, and did not want to, turn back or turn away. I realized then that if I did not listen to my conscience and speak up, I would be compromising my values just as I had done during apartheid in my own country. 

	 


2012 – 2015

	Back home, most of my efforts to explain what I had witnessed failed miserably. Fellow South Africans argued for objectivity and the acknowledgement of both sides of the story. Many were deeply suspicious of the idea of activism. A friend asked me if I, too, burned flags and tyres. Some began to maintain a cold distance. Emails and blog comments from people I did not know told me that I had been led astray by terrorists, that I was promoting lies and hatred against Israel, and that not even God could save me. They described me variously as gullible, confused, biased, middle-class, a self-aggrandizing woman, or alternatively, as a complete coward and even a spy. I felt at a loss to explain this upwelling urge to share my experiences. This unexpected desire coupled with the discovery of my own ignorance, triggered my interest in what leads other people to speak up. 

	In my work in Palestine, Israel, and South Africa, I met several volunteer activists. Why, I asked myself, do they persevere in the face of so much scepticism and so many obstacles? Why persist in support of those who are often spoken of in derogatory terms? How, I wondered, did they come to choose their positions of activism? Is there a shared driving force underpinning their work, and what do they hope to achieve? I was interested in what might contribute to a resolution – not by what causes the problem. I did not want to focus on those who promote polarised, fundamentalist, or other agendas which support patterns of superiority and power abuse, but rather on those who campaign for equal rights.

	There are many excellent films, publications and websites on the Palestinian cause. My investigation on transnational advocacy yielded a few academic studies on Jewish Israeli and other activists.41 Yet I found nothing with a focus specifically on South African solidarity, nor on activists from both South Africa and Israel, despite the work of several researchers on the apparent links between these two situations.42 In fact, there seemed to be a general shortage of data on the ethical orientations of non-Palestinian activists. These gaps in the field of Palestine-Israel studies, my own questioning, and the desire to ground my advocacy in scholarly knowledge, led me to formally investigate the reasons why certain South Africans and Jewish Israelis campaign for Palestinian rights. 

	In South Africa, several organisations and movements offer platforms for volunteers from different backgrounds to work alongside one another towards a just peace in Palestine-Israel. Yet these South Africans are a minority, often encountering great resistance from their communities. Those who oppose them include well-meaning people who are otherwise progressive in respect of race, gender, class, and other human rights issues. In my own advocacy, for example, I encountered both white and black South Africans who understand the wrongs of South African apartheid, yet are staunch supporters of Israel. This reinforced my impression that mere exposure to sociopolitical discrimination does not guarantee a just or a humane approach to the ‘other’. It made me even more curious about what motivates some South Africans to persevere in their support for the Palestinian struggle. 

	It was important to me not to limit my study to South Africans, so the perspectives of Jewish Israelis seemed an obvious next choice. Not only do Jews of European origin also have a history of systemic oppression, but those who support the Palestinian cause are a minority voice. They risk harsh criticism, personal attack and social isolation and are subject to imprisonment and death threats. How, if at all, do their motivations differ from those of the South Africans? 

	I had in mind an investigation on moral action in a specific context and from a grassroots perspective – I was curious about the activists’ own reasons, preferences, and attitudes. A decision to group the two nationalities into one case study to observe similarities and differences made sense. I wanted to understand their levels of certainty and fear, existential orientations, and whatever it is that informs their intention, moral deliberation, and position. Additionally, I was eager to gain an insider’s view of the innermost, even conflicting, feelings and thoughts that drive them. Also, what meanings do they assign to identities, situations, and experiences? The emphasis of my research study on activism was exploratory in nature and focused on self-perceived motivations for being involved in what I referred to as ‘the Palestinian Project’.43 By ‘project’ I meant both the agency and resistance of the Palestinians, as well as their experiences of oppression and suffering. 

	I planned to interview ten citizens from each country, but since one person held citizenship of both countries, in the end there were eleven people from each country. This cohort of ten women and eleven men was drawn from a mix of personal acquaintances, people introduced by mutual contacts, and others known to me only through their work.

	I wanted to know how and why it happens that people associate themselves with certain ideas, moral frameworks, and ideologies. Other than making sure that everyone was at least twenty years old and had been involved as activists in South Africa or Israel for a minimum of eighteen months (to allow for the inclusion of conscientious objectors), the selection criteria did not specify any other demographics. Thus, I did not ask about gender, age, religious orientation, or possible second or third nationalities before the start of the interviews. I did not want to presume or infer that these factors play a role in their activism. The interviewees needed a reasonable command of English, and they had to reject the oppression and exclusion of Palestinians. It was also important that they recognised that Palestinians are not only confined to occupied Palestine (see Figure 1)44 but that many live in sovereign Israel and in the diaspora. My last condition was that the interviewees should agree that both parties must adhere to international human rights laws. 

	I had planned to interview all the activists in person, but because I am denied entry by Israel, I met with South Africans in person where possible, and with Jewish Israelis, online. Whether online or in person, all these conversations were formal, private, and face-to-face. To allow the interviewees to elaborate on any ideas they regarded as relevant, I developed a general outline including core topics to probe, as well as semi-structured, open questions. This approach allowed the activists to take the lead in what they wanted to convey, while still allowing me to steer the process of enquiry. 

	The activists had much experience to bring to our conversations. Nearly two-thirds had been involved in the Palestinian struggle for ten years or more, and almost a quarter of them had been involved for more than thirty years. Only a third – four Muslims, two Christians and one Jew – identified as people of faith. I was surprised that most of the Jews identified as being Jewish, but not religious. Three out of the four South African Jews, the person with dual citizenship, and the ten Jewish Israelis all called themselves Jewish and either secular, atheist, agnostic, pagan, spiritual or not religious. These descriptions of their identities confused me – I had thought that to be Jewish automatically implies adherence to Judaism. 

	 They went on to explain ‘Jewishness’ as a historical, cultural and – for those in Israel – a civil identity. In other words, one can be Jewish but not observant. I explain the terms ‘Jewishness’ and ‘Israeli’ in the ‘Key Terms’, but at this point, it is relevant to mention that ‘Israeli citizenship’ is a misnomer. Israeli law specifies that to gain full citizenship in Israel one must identify as a Jew, speak Hebrew, or be the offspring of someone who qualifies as a Jew. It is not necessary to be religious or to have ancestral ties to the land to qualify as a full citizen. In Israel, full citizenship and the right to national self-determination are reserved only for those who are Jewish. Druze Israelis, and Arab Israelis (or Palestinians), even though they may speak Hebrew and are citizens of Israel, do not enjoy full civil and human rights. 

	All of the twenty-one activists enthusiastically agreed to the publishing of their respective conversations in 21 Voices. In fact, several asked for their names to be acknowledged but since the content is highly personal and may pose safety risks, I opted for pseudonyms. These accounts can be read in any sequence; they vary in length, style and focus. The first ten interviews are with the South Africans, the next ten with the Jewish Israelis, and the last activist has dual citizenship. Strikingly, their insights are as relevant today as they were when we spoke in 2015. In the context of the renewed outbreak of war in 2023 and the deeply divisive global response, their voices are a poignant reminder of what is at stake. The resolution of this specific issue has immense personal, communal, and international significance. 

	 

	
IN CONVERSATION

	1 NASIR

	How do we humanise the world?

	 A South African citizen previously from an Islamic culture, he sees himself as neither agnostic nor atheist, but admiresreligions inspired by an ethical life, and regards dogmatic opposition to religion as problematic

	MARTHIE: Nasir, you are probably one of the first South Africans to publicly champion the Palestinian cause. Am I right? 

	NASIR: Well, I don’t think I’m the first person. In the apartheid era, given the alliance Israel had with the erstwhile regime, it was very difficult to openly mobilise solidarity with Palestinians. Growing up in South Africa in the 1970s – the formative time for my political views – it was clearly undesirable from a safety point of view to express your support for the Palestinian struggle openly. This doesn’t mean that people didn’t start mobilising. I can recall a number of instances when this happened, particularly in the 1980s. At the time of the Sabra and Shatila Massacre, for example, public meetings were called. At that time, I was at Wits University and there was severe repression against those of us who tried to have mass public rallies.

	I think the context should be borne in mind, Marthie. I was involved, like many people in my generation, in high school politics from quite an early age. At that time, I was on the executive of the Southern Transvaal Region of the South African Students Movement (SASM), which was the high school wing of the Black Consciousness Movement. My older brother was at university, and the work of Steve Biko influenced him. I grew up in Johannesburg with the threat of the Group Areas Act ever-present. The entire social fabric of the community which I grew up in was destroyed because of this Act. My involvement in the South African Students Movement led to my first stint in prison at the age of sixteen, at that time in John Vorster Square. Because we lived in a house a few blocks from the Square, they would visit our house first whenever there were national raids on activists. My job from an early age was then to alert others. My brother spent a lot of time in prison. So, that was one aspect that made me amenable to struggles in other parts of the world.

	I had to leave the country in a hurry in 1979 when the security police were constantly raiding our home throughout the two years after Steve Biko was killed and, of course, after the organisations I belonged to were banned in 1977. That period between 1977 and 1979 was extremely difficult because of the repression. No overt political activity was tolerated, let alone solidarity work. I’m only now trying to identify my sympathy for other struggles which had similarities with our own. 

	MARTHIE: Yet, not all who were involved in the South African struggle are sympathetic to the Palestinian struggle. What connections do you notice?

	NASIR: This was the period of national liberation struggles throughout the world. The reason I mentioned the Black Consciousness Movement is that, in a sense, it formed part of that effervescence. It identified with the struggle against racism, primarily of African Americans. It was influenced by the writings of Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, the Black Panther Party, and national liberation movements in Africa and elsewhere. I can mention the struggle against United States imperialism in Vietnam, and the struggles in our neighbouring countries of Zimbabwe, Mozambique, and Angola. It was influenced by the writings of Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral and Paulo Freire from Brazil. That was the political climate and the kinds of influence on the Black Consciousness Movement that I was part of. So, identifying with the Palestinian struggle was not that difficult. Although it was not as prominent as liberation struggles in Africa, Asia, or South America, it certainly existed in the minds of activists at that time. It was on the radar, might I say. People were not familiar with the nuances, but there was a general feeling of solidarity. 

	Of course, at that time, people generally saw the Palestinian Liberation Organisation or PLO as an umbrella grouping. In fact, there were discussions in the Black Consciousness Movement, for example, of forming a PLO kind of structure. I don’t have it on paper, but people I became very close to, for example, Neville Alexander, have mentioned that he and Steve Biko and others were exploring bringing together the various national liberation movements in a PLO-type structure. In other words, they would retain their independence as the PAC, the ANC, the Black Consciousness Movement, but the kind of PLO-type structure would be the umbrella body. Clearly, there was an identification with them, and some of the leading people evidently knew more about the PLO than I would say the rank-and-file members. So, it did exist. And I think there might have been an element of my background. The fact that I come from a Muslim background probably played a role. I wouldn’t say it was the defining reason why I became sympathetic to the Palestinian struggle. In my mind at that point – I’m talking about when I was a high school student until I left the country in 1979 – it featured, but it was one of many struggles around the world that I knew of, but not in terms of understanding the details of the struggle. 

	MARTHIE: Was there a defining issue that motivated you with regards to Palestine?

	NASIR: These were people who were being oppressed. My religious point of view was never the abiding issue that made me sympathetic. I felt that the Palestinians suffered a great injustice. This was a struggle against colonialism, ethnic cleansing, and racism. Their land was stolen from them, and in 1947–48, 750 000 people were made refugees. They were fighting for national liberation and the return to the land of their birth. 

	MARTHIE: Why do you think that was so important to you?

	NASIR: There was an identification with our own struggle. We were very clear that while we were fighting for our freedom and liberation, it was part of the global struggle of other people who were also fighting for theirs. In that sense, there was an identification.

	MARTHIE: Can you explain the values that guide this identification?

	NASIR: I think it’s the guiding principles of solidarity, of empathy, and the values and the ethics that flow from that. An iconic movement, shall I say, around the Palestinian struggle in that period was the armed resistance of the Palestinians. A figure like Leila Khaled – a woman to start with – with a gun in her hand, fighting back against oppression – in our minds, as young people at that point, wasn’t problematic. We saw the armed struggle as the only way. Attempts to peacefully bring about change failed. Remember, we just had the Soweto uprising where high school kids – my peers, were gunned down. Prior to that, in an earlier generation, there was the Sharpeville massacre, the banning of organisations, and we were imprisoned and tortured. 

	We were greatly influenced by Fanon, Cabral and Samora Machel, and so it was a natural thing. It wasn’t a fetish with violence on its own. It was a means towards an end. We didn’t hesitate to gravitate toward armed struggle. It might have been a romantic notion at that time, but we were aware that we needed to resist with all that it implies, including the sacrifice. We were sacrificing at that time. My family were harassed. I come from a poor family. We lived in two rooms. I stayed with my brother on the couch – in the living room we called it – and my two younger sisters slept in my parents’ room. My father was a worker. He was subjected to racism all the time. 

	It wasn’t, Marthie, an attraction to violence for violence’s sake. It was rather the overarching principles of solidarity, of empathy with those struggles, of sacrifice – the sacrifice that comes with putting the struggle for national liberation ahead of your careers. Like parents all over, I was subjected to their dreams for me and the other children. They were petrified. I mean, can you imagine, a child of sixteen put into prison. This was the context, and this is why that resistance played a role. To see Leila Khaled as a black woman, as an Arab woman and as a Muslim woman with all the stereotypes that existed, take up a gun and fight her oppressors, is something that appealed to us.

	MARTHIE: Since then, most Palestinians have moved from armed resistance to a nonviolent struggle through their civil call for Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions, or BDS. Where do you stand now in terms of violent versus nonviolent resistance? 

	NASIR: We’ve just been speaking for a few minutes, but you can already see the parallels – the Group Areas Act, the racism, the issues of the Black Consciousness Movement. I will answer the question you pose. We grew up under the Group Areas Act. We saw my father being humiliated as a worker. We were constantly subjected to structural racism, also in terms of interpersonal relationships. I knew no white people. The only white people I knew were the security police. We were bombarded with messages, both overt and subliminal, that you are inferior in every respect – intellectually, spiritually, physically, aesthetically as well. So, we associated with notions like ‘black is beautiful’, that we are not non-white, that black is not a phenotypical description, but rather a political expression of unity amongst the oppressed, whether you were classified Indian, Coloured, Zulu or Tswana, you were black. That is the context. If you read Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth, the whole question of violence should be understood in that context, of fighting back, of taking control, of agency. That is how we understood the [South African] armed struggle.

	Now, taking a leaf from our own struggle, many people around the world think that South Africa had a nonviolent struggle, and that armed struggle didn’t feature in our country. Although they might valorise Madiba [Nelson Mandela], for example, they have a blind spot. It is as if he wasn’t involved in the armed struggle, didn’t play a pivotal role, or didn’t go to other countries to be involved in training and to speak to people in the National Liberation Front in Algeria about our struggle. But that doesn’t mean that we saw armed struggle as a beginning and an end or that we were fetishising violence. We were very mature at an early age and realised what it entails. 

	Today, it’s a different context. Israel is the fourth biggest military power with the latest equipment, that field tests its armaments on the bodies of Palestinian men, women and children, and it is an exporter of some of the ghastliest weapons – white phosphorous or the DIME [Dense Inert Metal Explosive] bomb. These weapons, and the high-tech security technology they use to control Palestinians, not just in Gaza but in the West Bank, are acquired with the financial support of the US. 

	In our struggle, people used to talk about the four pillars of resistance – through students’ movements, the women’s movements, the trade union movement, and the armed struggle from outside. And it wasn’t just the ANC, the PAC, the Black Consciousness Movement and others; it was the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions or BDS Campaign. Similarly, it would be hypocritical to rail against the Palestinians because of their armed struggle, particularly when they often don’t see any way out because the international BDS movement has not started playing the role it played in our country where governments and multilateral organisations began to accept BDS. It took many years for the first successful boycotts, divestments and sanctions against South Africa to happen – it was 1963 when Scandinavian countries blocked South African goods. From that point onwards to the 1980s, the BDS movement began to make a tangible difference. 

	It will take a while, but I have no doubt that when the boycott movement starts playing a role against Apartheid Israel as it did in our country in the 1980s, Palestinians will have a complete rethink of the role of armed struggle. But up until that point, I think it would be unfair to make demands of the Palestinian movement.

	MARTHIE: Nasir, you mentioned that the context is different today. Could you expand on these differences?

	NASIR: There was an effervescence. There was a climate of revolt throughout the world. The struggles for independence and national liberation were at their height, not just in Africa, but elsewhere too. We had the Non-Aligned Movement and the Bandung Conference. We had a United Nations, which was increasingly made up of countries that supported the national liberation struggles. Many of these struggles were supported in material terms by the ex Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the Scandinavian countries, and religious organisations globally. That context, that atmosphere, is not the same. 

	Other factors, such as the Holocaust, played a role in preventing the kind of solidarity we received. I think that Palestinians are paying the price of the Holocaust as well. That is extremely problematic. They should not be the victims of the crimes committed by the Nazis in Europe. Many issues make it more difficult. We have a situation where the apartheid regime in this country relied on cheap black labour in very definite ways. But in the case of Israel, they dispense with cheap Palestinian labour by bringing in migrant labour, etcetera. So, there are differences that make the struggle even more challenging, but it’s not insurmountable and it’s not impossible. Quite often, in our case in the 1970s and 1980s, it seemed like South African apartheid would continue forever, you know. Quite often, we struggle not because we think we will have victory very soon. We struggle because of injustice and inequality and oppression. It doesn’t mean we have victory in sight. 

	MARTHIE: Right – speaking of envisioning an end goal versus the value of the unfolding process, with which, would you say, you associate?

	NASIR: We were talking about those early years when I left South Africa. At that time, the kind of visceral tug that the Palestinian struggle had for me, became more pronounced. To not put yourself as an individual above the struggle was important to us. Self-interest was not as pronounced as it is today. Solidarity, trust, honesty – those kinds of basic simple values were required merely to survive if you were involved in our struggle. You weren’t getting any material benefit. I miss those values intensely. Of course, we had informers – and so the risks were there. Quite often it was a matter of life and death, and you began to rely on individuals for survival. So, these relationships were not superficial. They were extremely profound. Deep trust, respect, and dependence on values such as honesty, are basic and fundamental aspects that I miss today.

	MARTHIE: Can you elaborate on why you miss these values, and also on how they intersect with the Palestinian struggle?

	NASIR: The whole aspect of greed, material gain and corruption has tainted and sullied the very basic values I speak to. The visceral tug that exists amongst the Palestinians is that their current struggle is about precisely the same values, because people – Palestinians – value those things in the same way we did. But even during our struggle, we had individuals who benefitted from the struggle in ways that made them big businessmen. There were aspects of that even when we were rubbing shoulders together in the trenches. They became rich overnight. I can identify those individuals today. That exists among the Palestinians as well. There is an elite in Ramallah, for example. We know the kind of individuals we are talking about. That kind of corrupting influence existed in our case as well. 

	Neville Alexander has written about the ethics of the struggle in very powerful ways. He talks about the idea that enough is as good as a feast. In one of his talks, he describes Sipho Maseko – somebody he knew very well from the 1980s. Maseko died prematurely; his values were not driven by the dog-eat-dog world, this greed and acquisitiveness, but by comradeship, and by being satisfied with having basic things. A colleague and I were talking about this, and he mentioned an expression in isiZulu about the new elite and their conspicuous consumption, the need to have more and more, never being satisfied, always being hungry and having a hole in their stomach. Our young people are subject to that on a daily basis. 

	What do we value in society today? Today we value the material, we value having more consumer goods, big houses, etcetera. The kind of things people do for that – from the petty theft to the grand theft, to looting the public resources. It’s not that I’m yearning for a pure state in any form, or a romanticising of the struggle. Many problems, corruption too, are possible. There is no doubt about it. You know the expressions and biblical phrases we use, Marthie. For example, we levelled the story of the ten pieces of silver and Judas Iscariot at people all the time. I see the same dangers amongst Palestinians today that we experienced in our struggle. I see Palestinians today who are supping with the devil and who are in the process of selling out the struggle. 

	MARTHIE: You talk about humanity’s values, not necessarily South African or Palestinian values, right?

	NASIR: Sure.

	MARTHIE: Nasir, what do you regard as your core task?

	NASIR: I mentioned the visceral tug around those values and empathising with the Palestinian struggle and how, when I left, it became much more pronounced. I left South Africa in 1979 when I was nineteen, and I ended up in countries where there were large numbers of young people of my age who were political refugees from countries in South America, Asia, and Africa. People whose lives and being and ontological paradigms were formed based on the fight for freedom, for national liberation. I eventually ended up in Toronto in 1979. This was not long after the coup in 1973 against Salvador Allende – a democratically elected government by Pinochet supported by the CIA. There was a whole influx of people from countries like Chile and Argentina where the generals were still ruling. I became friends with people from Namibia, Zimbabwe, and Mozambique. I stayed with a representative of the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front. I knew Palestinians. We lived together, we shared, and we commemorated each other’s struggles. We formed a very close bond as young people coming from different contexts involved in national liberation. 

	It was only later that I began to understand the pivotal role of the Palestinian struggle, not just for the region, but for the world. Especially now, after the demise of the struggles as a result of the Arab Spring, it’s quite clear from a political-economic perspective how the role of Israel as a fundamentalist warrior state, the role of high-tech security and the armaments industry, the role of the military-industrial complex and the US Congress all fit together.45 The struggle against racism, the understanding of what Edward Said tried to tell us about Orientalism and othering, the context of our country and its existing divisions – all of that forms a particular matrix in my mind.46 They are not separate issues. Fighting xenophobia in our country, fighting for the rights of refugees in Europe, fighting against the representation of the other, or fighting against Islamophobia; understanding how the arms trade works and the roles of the US and Israel – all those things are linked in very definite ways in my mind, not just in an instinctual, emotional, sentimental way, but also through my scholarship around neoliberalism and corporate globalisation. What are the building blocks? It’s not just economics. It is culture, it is aesthetics. It is about how we humanise the world. What do we value?

	It is understanding how people sometimes gravitate to atavistic and recidivistic groups like Boko Haram, ISIS, or the Lord’s Resistance Army. What makes that happen? How and why do those groups attract alienated, disenfranchised young people? I have no hesitation in calling those groups terrorists. I make a distinction between them and, say, Hamas, which might be motivated from a religious point of view, but cannot be equated with those organisations.47 Likewise, religious people in South American liberation movements at a particular point in time when liberation theology played a significant role, took up arms to fight against oppressive regimes.

	In Israel, as in South Africa, there was a justification for apartheid, whether the rationale was eugenics or social Darwinism, or the misuse and abuse of the Bible and the Torah with the whole notion of a God’s people with a promised land and a sense of superiority. I see this justification in different places. In the same way, slavery was justified on the basis of racism. In our context you can’t separate apartheid from the exploitation of people and their labour. The whole thing – the land policy, the pass laws, the migrant labour system, all of which had links to a system that impoverished the majority and made a small group of people very rich in a short space of time, was about racial capitalism.

	What also needs to be calculated and factored into this equation is how the historical grievances of people have been used by the rulers. In the context of Israel, it is the Holocaust. In the context of South Africa, it was what happened to thousands of Afrikaner families in the British concentration camps. So that has to be understood from a human point of view. By understanding that, we become anti-racist. We fight against racism, but we do not see the perpetrator as less human, and we understand the context that makes them do what they do. These are human beings who did these things. Human beings were also responsible for the genocide in Rwanda the other day, and the most heinous crimes against people in 

	Europe. It’s not just a tribal thing or just limited to Africa. Look at the Balkan War where tens of thousands of women were raped not too long ago. Human beings did it. They’re not monsters, they’re human beings. They carried out monstrous acts.

	From an ethical point of view, what you are trying to do in your study should not be divorced from an understanding of the global economy. These things are all linked. People like Neville Alexander, who was influenced by a political-economic analysis in the last part of his life, after apartheid, increasingly went into ethics and humanism, and he did not see it as a contradiction. Terry Eagleton talked about the distinction between moralism and morality. I used that in writing an essay after Neville died to discuss youth and neoliberalism and how Neville saw ethics and morality. I refer to that speech he gave when Sipho Maseko died. It was fifteen years ago, Marthie, and I would now say that this is just moralising, and I’m not interested in that because it was a dogmatic approach. We had easy formulas. We were Marxist and that was that. As soon as you began talking about morals, you were not Marxist enough. But in Marxism, I got to understand what Terry Eagleton talked about – there is a profound ethical dimension that rejects this acquisitiveness, self-aggrandisement, and the looting of public resources. 

	MARTHIE: Do you sometimes critique yourself?

	NASIR: Absolutely, constantly. We struggle with contradictions all the time. There are many, many positive things about being at this University [where he works], for example, and the space given to me. But there are also contradictions which we speak and write about. For example, the cleaners earn R2 500 a month. How do they survive? There is a differential between the management of this University who earn millions of rands and the junior lecturers who do most of the work and earn a pittance. There is a distinction between teaching staff and research staff. Some students of mine depend on soup kitchens. They are deserving. Academically, they show tremendous potential, but the financial support they get, when they get it, only allows them to pay their fees. How do they eat? Where do they stay? These contradictions make you feel very unhappy.

	I am benefitting from an unjust system. I am middle-class today with all it entails, relative to a population where one in four people goes to bed hungry, or where over fifty percent of the population lives below the poverty line. I’m certainly not benefitting as much as the traditional capitalist class or the new elite who have grown rich overnight. I think the system is not going to sustain itself and I would like to be part of bringing about change. I could do with less. But I’m also subjected to the consumerism around me, and I’m sure the value systems that are changing affect me in many ways. What I am absolutely certain about is that as long as there are these contradictions and this uneasiness, it forces us to think differently, to organise our lives differently. There is an overwhelming sadness that many people can’t put their fingers on, and that’s because we have so much inequality. I think there are different ways of organising society. 

	The Palestinians are quite often sustained by the values that I talked about, but also by appreciating the small things in life. The Palestinians have, as you probably know by now, an incredible sense of humour. Also, there is beauty and happiness amid the ugliness and brutality. That beauty and happiness revolves around those fighting against the carriers of misery, brutality, and ugliness. There is beauty in that. This might sound horrible, but there is beauty in the Gaza Strip amidst the rubble and the poverty when people try and support each other with the little they have. There was beauty in a Nazi concentration camp when some of the condemned showed ways of supporting each other. In that sense I don’t want to convey a notion that everything is doom and gloom. It never is.

	MARTHIE: It’s very interesting to hear this particular perspective. Does this kind of paradox also influence your activism?

	NASIR: Absolutely. I think Neville Alexander was one of the best intellectuals we’ve had in this country. I say intellectual, not academic because of Edward Said’s distinction. Neville always posed the question, ‘Are human beings evil by nature?’ I don’t believe they are. He lived a simple life, but I have never seen anybody else with so much optimism and so much happiness. He lived in a small township house in Grassy Park and yet made the cover page of the premier bourgeois German publication Der Spiegel. I think he was better known in Germany because he went to study there for a short while. His great-grandmother was a slave from Ethiopia who arrived here on a British ship after they outlawed slavery, and she ended up in Cradock. Her daughter became a teacher. Neville lived a very simple life, no pomp and ceremony, and he hated what he called ‘honorifics’, you know, people who are proud of titles, etcetera. He thought that was corrupting.

	Edward Said, in his famous essays on what an intellectual is, says that what is corrupting of intellectuals, par excellence, is knowing that the merits of the Palestinian struggle are right, but being afraid that if they take it up, it’s going to be a career-limiting move. They think they might not get the prize or the ambassadorship in another country they have set their eyes on. So they remain unprincipled and don’t speak truth to power. Those were his famous words. And that’s absolutely true. Sometimes I feel that I am constrained precisely by those issues and, therefore, I’m not speaking out as loudly as I should right now, or dropping everything to mobilise my colleagues or to campaign in the streets with placards to say ‘no’ to xenophobia.48
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Figure 3: The Green Line versus the route of the illegal Barrier
in West Bank Communities, on the Jerusalem side of the
Barrier, July 2011.
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Table 1: A timeline of different hegemonies in Palestine
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Figure 1: Occupied Palestine
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