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INTRODUCTION

Israel has moved. The country has changed its geographic and
temporal references, its political horizons, and its cultural giv-
ens. It still occupies, of course, the same GPS geostationary co-
ordinates in the Middle East. However, both mentally and sym-
bolically, Israel has abandoned its Arab neighborhood, whose
recent springtime revolutions with their heavy autumnal over-
tones never really inspired it. Even more important, the country
is also in the process of forfeiting its more than 2,000-year-old
anchoring—be it in symbiosis or in conflict—within the grand
Western symbiosis of Athens, Rome, and Jerusalem.

Israel today thinks of itself as living in its own cyberspace at
the very heart of a globalized world with increasingly Asian
connotations. It lives inside its own utopia, in the literal sense of
a non-place. Its postmodern future is being built on scientific in-
novation, and yet the country seems to be rooting itself in an in-
creasingly ancient, even archaic, past whose tenets are ever more
religiously and ethnically exclusive.

This grand conceptual move, prefigured by many individual
geographic shifts, has been taking place silently while the rest
of the world (or rather, those who considered themselves friends
of Israel) continued to repeat the same old “two-state solu-
tion” mantras linked to the peace process. In Israel itself these
mantras have lost all relevance, given the absence of political
will and the population’s desire to look beyond what it
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perceives—often rightly—as a highly violent and above all in-
imical neighborhood.

The contrast between the headlines in the international press
in June 2011 and those of the Isracli press was most illuminat-
ing on this count. While the international community clung to
the smallest official pronouncement or the least concession on
the ground to continue believing in the validity of its two-state-
solution peace plan, the headlines in the Israeli press were dom-
inated by one major problem: the scandalous rise in the price of
white cheese, and cottage cheese in particular.! The highlight
was on the social protests and calls for a boycott of Israel’s big
dairy industries. The campaign of civic coordination that en-
sued brought consumers victory. The price of cheese fell back to
normal, if only because the dairies did not know what to do
with the mountains of unsold dairy products with their draco-
nian expiration dates. Cheap cottage cheese versus peace: the
triumph of reality over mirages.

Western observers tend to see Israel as crumbling under un-
solvable internal tensions between warring religious, secular,
democratic, and nationalist camps. Seen from within Israel, these
same tensions are perceived more as familiar background noises,
echoes of a search for nostalgic melodies of a time when the
country sought to present an idealized image of its progressive
Zionist humanism. That type of Zionism could be best conveyed
as an impressionist portrait (impressions of Zionism?) of a serene
man who had attained the inner calm of full-fledged maturity.
Today Israel’s self-image is closer to a Cubist painting by Braque
or Picasso: a subject that has been decomposed into different
clashing planes while nonetheless retaining an intrinsic unity
and intensity. One can no longer speak of any harmonious iden-
tity. The man is no longer serene, and, to pursue the metaphor,
one can ask whether in order to maintain his internal equilib-
rium he must not propel himself into a new cult of speed. Fu-
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turism has thus replaced Cubism for a country that seems to
move forward by running away from itself.

Israel’s political classes (both left and right) but also a vast
majority of its citizens have understood that the country’s stakes
and future lie elsewhere: among those powerful emerging na-
tions that, endowed with other historical references, itineraries,
and dreams, are beginning to challenge in a Hegelian manner
the old Western world—the world that, for better and worse,
defined Israel and the most advanced sectors of the Jewish peo-
ple for the greater part of two millennia. This is no longer the
case. The new Israel is no longer haunted by its European past.
And even more important, it no longer shares the same intense
links with the United States, its long-standing protector and
privileged ally.? We are now confronted with a different Israel
with different identity interests based on different international
references and historical hopes.

Israel has abandoned the narrow horizon of its limited kilo-
meters and the abstract hopes of an improbable peace for a new
identity best conveyed through fictional Internet addresses: www
Jdsrael.org for its highly dynamic and innovative civil society;
www.israel.com for its prosperous business world; www.israel
.inc for its spectacular technology; www.israel.gov, surely the least
impressive of its activities; without forgetting www.israel.god,
the most imponderable but also the most loudspoken and vividly
present.

The old divisions are thus no longer as pertinent. Their ten-
sions endure but more like verbal jousts. Everyone knows that
none of Israel’s many identities, including the most extreme,
will be able to carry the day. As a result, synergies and parallel
existences have taken over, thanks to a cyberspace that unites
each tribe at the planetary level, beyond the Israel/Diaspora
divisions, which have also become outdated. Globalization and
the Internet have thus freed and federated a people that can
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once again think of itself as a people beyond borders, precisely
because it lives in symbiosis between Israel and its multiple e/se-
wheres at the crossroads of different horizons and cultures.

One should not be mistaken. The Israeli businesspeople who
invest in Romanian agricultural lands or build shopping malls
in Poland and Central Europe in the highly symbolic heart-
lands of the old pre-Holocaust Jewish presence—the same lands
where pious ultraorthodox pilgrims now flock to revere the
tombs of their Hassidic saints—are the same who are also in-
vesting in China or in India or in the newly emerging lands of
Asia and who will one day invest seriously in Africa and, slowly
but surely, albeit indirectly, in those Arab emirates open to them.
The world for these Israelis, to refer to Thomas Friedman’s meta-
phor, is indeed “flat.”® Just as it is for those Lubavitchers who
follow the comings and goings of all those globalized and at
times lost Jews (most often young Israelis after their military ser-
vice) in their spiritual quests in India or in Latin America, while
opening up new offices in Beijing. Nor should one forget all
those adult Israelis who sought and have obtained, without the
least historical complex, a European passport thanks to the
German, Polish, and now even Baltic nationalities of their an-
cestors. This does not mean that they feel European, but Eu-
rope offers them the possibility of living, traveling, and working
throughout the world beyond the constraints of the Israeli vil-
lage. The number of Isracli intellectuals and academics, often
left-wing, as well as artists, managers, and businesspeople who
now live outside Israel is constantly growing. Not to mention
those former Soviet Jews who have kept at times opaque business
ties or even a binationality with Russia, this omnipresent and
often indignant mother endowed with such a possessive lan-
guage. One can truly speak of an Israel outside of Isracl.*

In brief, the country is on the go and all of this moving is
not just symbolic. It evokes the science fiction behind Star Trek,
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and also the possibility of teleporting elementary particles in
quantum physics. But in all cases it is important to stress that
Israel’s conceptual move is perceived by Israel and Israelis as en-
riching and implies no abandonment of its territorial existence
nor loss of an Israeli identity.

Israel thus lives more than ever in its own epoch, but it does
so in the context of its own embellished space/time, formed and
deformed by centuries of Jewish memory rather than history,
and in an elsewhere that no conventional reference to the peace
process can possibly perceive. Its space/time is built on the sum
of all of Israel’s millennial historical experiences, whose validity
has been restored by the return to the ancestral biblical lands.
In this long-term history, Israel, small and often weak, con-
fronted a succession of hegemonic international actors whose
roles could be perceived as both immutable and ever-changing—
actors who could very easily take on familiar present-day faces,
while resembling all those previous powers who threatened the
very existence of the Jews, from the biblical Amalek to Adolf
Hitler, and now Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, before disappearing
systematically from the historical stage—while Israel, the peo-
ple and the religion, continued to survive.

In order to understand Israel today, one thus has to adopt a
nonlinear postmodern reading. The great biblical and Talmudic
past not only has not passed. It is reborn ever stronger before our
very eyes. This past now conditions Israel’s future, and in so do-
ing it has transformed the very meaning of the term “progress”
by pulling it into two contradictory directions. These directions—
and this is one of Israel’s strengths—have become complemen-
tary. On one hand, the term “progress” is carefully applied to
technology, medicine, and pure science, all fields where it can
take on a neutral connotation. On the other, the term “prog-
ress” is invested with a major metahistorical national signifi-
cance that carries messianic (religious as well as lay) overtones.
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What gets lost in this double pull is that old humanistic, social,
and cultural definition of universal progress that was the child
of European history and became the trademark of Jewish life
after emancipation.

The same bifurcation, however, brings Israel closer to those
great Asian countries—China being foremost among these—
that also oscillate between pragmatic technological progress and
metahistorical ancestral readings of their own identity. Above
all, it allows Israel to be at the planetary technological avant-
garde while also displaying a new pessimism, or at least a lack of
hope, at the geopolitical level. Hope, though in a sense that is
not really very familiar to us, is now firmly rooted in the ultra-
religious camp.

This is why Israel, despite the technology that places it at the
heart of the new world economy, can also fold inward, like a M6-
bius strip. This is no paradox if one defines the country as post-
modern. Past, present, and future and above all its own multi-
millennial tradition are thus bent into a new continuity. It is
therefore unnecessary to lose oneself in the welter of daily poli-
tics with its alliances and counteralliances stemming from the
tensions of the past. In so doing, one would risk missing the es-
sential. New lines of continuity with ancient pasts have emerged.
Religious and cultural fundamentals based on a specific Jewish
identity have replaced the old, essentially secular and socialist,
Zionism of the past. A new community of Jewish interests and
values, propelled by planetary horizons along with an egregious
economic well-being so distant from our depressed Western
contexts, has overcome the old tensions of the past. These have
instead been transformed into a continuum of identities—or if
one prefers, into a timeless smorgasbord.

The best example of these nuances: the variety of skullcaps
(kippot) that a growing number of Israeli men are wearing. They
go from those made of plain cloth to those that are crocheted
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(generally used by the right-wing orthodox nationalists) to the
black or dark-hued velvet ones worn by the classic orthodox, to
the large white ones, almost Muslim in style, worn by many Sep-
hardic Jews, to those that espouse other references (such as the
seal of Manchester United or even the aspect of a Matzah, or,
for children, characters from cartoon series). The latter are gen-
erally bought and worn by visiting tourists, for religion is sel-
dom lived with humor in Israel.

Last but not least, the most important intra-Israeli bond is
the modern Hebrew language. One should not minimize its
centrality. Nowadays it is spoken daily even by the ultrareligious
Jews who in the past used Yiddish, reserving Hebrew solely as
the language of prayer. This language, at once biblical and con-
temporary, is rife with underground labyrinths that have come
back to life either because they are diligently excavated or sim-
ply because they open up spontaneously and without warning,
revealing massive historical and conceptual abysses and new non-
Western dimensions. Hebrew has thus become the epistemologi-
cal glue for Isracl’s new metahistory. The old political clashes
between left and right lose their relevance in such a context. In
light of such an ancient/new language and in the context of an
ever more pertinent reading of the Bible and the Torah, today’s
internal political struggles seem very mild indeed, compared to
the old biblical fraternal hatreds based on ancestral rage and
furor. This is why, behind the very real cleavages inside Israeli
society that render it so vibrant and dynamic, new unifying
trends have emerged that are deeper and less visible but that
condition this new Israel in motion.

Conclusion: Israel fara da se. For many Israelis, the country has
not just moved. It has moved on: in the colloquial sense of tran-
scending previous obstacles, the way one “moves on” after a
broken relationship, in Israel’s case with Europe in the past or
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with the Middle East in the present. The country has chosen to
go forth alone. And why should one doubt it? Luminous towers
now pierce the Tel Aviv skyline and their brand new apartments
are being sold for prices that have only Hong Kong and Lon-
don as competition. Meanwhile, on the esplanade that has re-
placed the city’s old dockyards, young adults, iPod earphones
glued to their ears, glide by on roller skates, looking like their
peers on the Santa Monica boardwalk in California. As for Je-
rusalem, it has taken on the appearance of a world city, with its
luxury hotels, its festivals, its rock concerts, and its opera pro-
ductions played under the city’s ancient walls, which are only
rivaled by the operas played at the foot of the Masada fortress—
Aidain 2011, Carmen in 2012. Meanwhile, Eilat exhibits resi-
dences where each dwelling has its own private swimming pool,
just like Dubai’s Palm—but in Eilat there is an economic reality
to back this real estate fantasy, which is not based on the mirage
of evanescent foreign capital. Nor should one forget the luxuri-
ous spas and relaxation centers that now dot Israel’s north:
perfect examples of a cult of well-being that simply ignores the
presence of Hezbollah nearby. The list is long, the national mo-
rale euphoric, even though many Israelis, as demonstrated by
the tent movement in the summer of 2011, do not profit from
this economic wealth.

While the West sinks ever more deeply into its economic mo-
roseness, Israel’s rate of growth is comparable to that of the most
dynamic Asian countries. In 2010, Israel’s military exports
amounted to nearly US$7.2 billion, placing the country among
the top four countries in the armaments export field.® At the
International Aviation Show in Le Bourget in June 2011, the
Israeli presence was overwhelming. The country is full of genial
ideas quickly translated into start-ups that become world lead-
ers in fields as varied as agronomy, cybernetics, robotics, medi-
cal innovations, ecological architecture, and of course the new
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information technologies. It sounds like a dream, but all this
scientific prowess belongs to Israel’s daily reality . . . or rather
to one of its realities.

Whoever thinks in terms of space/time enters a universe or even
a “multiverse” according to astrophysics. But because in the
current state of things one cannot really live in cyberspace,
Israel cannot really move out of its neighborhood physically—
hence the building of security fences against the neighboring
Palestinians, and now also along the long, increasingly lawless
Egyptian border. The laws of gravity, however, are applicable
everywhere and can at any moment bear down on Israel as well.
Israel therefore continues to live exactly where GPS situates it,
and it should not, like Icarus, risk seeing its dreams shattered by
falling heavily into the sea, even one filled with promising gas
reserves.

The powerful spatial metaphors are thus radically transformed
the minute Israel’s terrestrial and daily reality within its geo-
graphical bounds is evoked. The country in such a context thinks
of itself as an aquarium, as a bubble, or as a tent. These meta-
phors, which evoke precarious conditions in water, air, and land,
speak wonders. They do not really convey the master narrative of
Israel as the shelter and the bastion of the Jewish people.

These habitat metaphors are further supplemented by those
in the psychiatric realm. Super-Israel at the technological heart
of the new world economy suddenly becomes Israel the autistic
with Asperger syndrome, the bipolar, the schizophrenic, the
paranoiac, the psychotic, and even the psycho-rigid: in other
words, an entity that denies the very principle of reality. These
are very powerful, even terrifying, metaphors. They are not mine.
Israclis from all camps—whether ultraorthodox or extremely
secular, young or old, and coming from the most diverse cultural
origins—used them freely before me as so many self-evident
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truths. And I may add, there was not the slightest hint of Jew-
ish humor in their tone.

Deep down, Israelis know there is the other side of the coin
behind their country’s economic and technological miracle. Al-
most seamlessly, they then begin talking about their own coun-
try as a collective person that badly needs a Jungian psycho-
analysis anchored in its own collective symbols. No one is a fool
in Israel. Everyone knows that euphoria has a twin: depression.
And for depression not to take over the country, there is a third
solution: autism. This condition, which occurs among the young
(and Israel is both very young as a state and very old as a peo-
ple), who are often quite brilliant in certain fields, defines those
who cannot think of themselves as living in a world populated
by others. They do not register the gaze or the emotions of oth-
ers and are therefore unable to communicate or interact with
them, because they do not grasp or understand what might mo-
tivate them.

Can one claim that Israel has always been or has become au-
tistic> Many education specialists in the field of Jewish studies
and social science and political experts have often resorted to
the autistic metaphor in a most casual but also serious manner.
They did so probably because in their minds there was also
something positive and very special, even prodigy-like, in being
autistic. And of course psychiatry has a special category to de-
fine the autistic intelligent person who can perform incredible
mathematical exercises or become a master chess player while
being barely able to speak, much less carry on a deep conversa-
tion with another person.

This condition could help explain Israel’s unique ability to
head toward new scientific worlds and to embrace national chal-
lenges that it can master on its own. Such autism can also ex-
plain Israel’s historic relation to its own interiorized God, as
well as Judaism’s indifference to religious conversion. Any at-
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tempt to convert others implies finding the best way to interact
with them by penetrating into their deepest values and sym-
bols, fashioning in the process new and attractive symbioses, to
which they can adhere—in brief, dialoguing. Autistic personali-
ties rarely dialogue. As with autistic people who feel threatened,
Israel can reply to the aggressions of others (in its case most often
real and not imagined) only by an excessively forceful and uncon-
trolled reaction, of which it often becomes its own victim.®

In psychotherapys, it is the others who must go toward those
who are autistic in order to try to understand them, to stimu-
late them, and to integrate them. Above all, one should not
prove aggressive toward them, much less threaten them. And at
all times, one should assume that what the mainstream calls
normality is not perceived as such in their universe. We live in an
era where, in the West, psychologists and psychiatrists rush to
the scene of every terrorist action, any major aggression inside a
school, or wherever there has been loss of life, even when due to
either a simple accident or a natural catastrophe. Specialists are
immediately on the spot to relieve the anguish of the survivors,
the collateral victims, and the witnesses, making them recount
their experience in extended conversations—the very act of lis-
tening offering the best possible therapy.

The Jewish people were never entitled to a friendly ear dur-
ing all the centuries when they were marginalized, chased from
one place to another, and discriminated against, before they were
nearly exterminated in Europe. Above all, Jews received no col-
lective psychoanalytical help in the aftermath of the Holocaust.
Jewish victims and the Jews as a people rebuilt themselves alone,
most often surrounded by silence and what could be called a
“hands-off™ attitude of the international community. This stance
displayed several things at once: guilt and an attendant desire to
respect Israel’s own will to become fully autonomous, but also—
let us be frank—a dose of indifference, antipathy, shame, and
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malaise that did not make others surround Israel with the nec-
essary care.

When the great powers and the developing countries extended
friendship toward the Jewish state, they did so most often based
on their own self-interest. The Soviet Union’s immediate rec-
ognition of Israel did not prevent (on the contrary) Stalin’s
planned pogrom against the Jews, starting with the trials against
the doctors, shortly before the dictator’s fortunate death. The
help of France and Great Britain during the last years of their
colonial policy at the time of the Suez crisis in 1956 transformed
itself into a postcolonial coldness, in France’s case after the
1967 war, and a new closeness to the Arab world. The emerg-
ing countries of Africa displayed a highly volatile gratitude for
all the civilian and agricultural help Israel, then a young Social-
ist state, extended to them. This help was quickly repudiated
when their increasingly autocratic leaders turned to the Soviet
Union for massive military and political aid. Even the United
States, the infallible ally after the 1967 war, displayed often
more self-love for its own Pax Americana than love for Israel it-
self. The result is highly visible today: the protector should have
prevented, or at least curtailed, the colonizing of the occupied
territories but failed to do so.

As for the hatred of the Arab and Muslim world, and in par-
ticular recently the Hamas leadership in Gaza, as well as Iran’s
own pronouncements, with the constant hyperbolic propaganda
of “throwing Israel into the sea,” and the use of blood and racial
stereotypes dating back to Europe’s own ancestral antisemitic
fears . . . one cannot imagine a more catastrophic interaction
with respect to such a fragile—despite its strength—state with
an autistic penchant. The Arab countries who never accepted
Israel in their midst did their utmost to aggravate the psycho-
logical condition of their neighbor, a neighbor that had fallen
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on their head without their being responsible for the Holo-
caust, but whose minuscule territorial presence they should
have accepted early on. One should not forget that the Jewish
State born on May 14, 1948, was so small and narrow that it did
not even reach Jerusalem, a city surrounded by an Arab presence
and that was destined to remain international, until the 1949
cease fire finally divided it up between Israel and Jordan.

Autistic: perhaps since its birth, given its unique relationship
to its own personal God, but also in the more positive structured
sense of its fixation on the Law and God’s commandments. The
“people apart” survived in a hostile world thanks to its fidelity to
the Torah and the Talmud, perceived as self-enclosed documents
and arguments. Rich in juridical thought and essentially indit-
ferent to historical interpretations, the Talmud, with its pages
framed by an ongoing pluralist discussion among sages across
the ages, was the ideal guidebook for Jewish life in exile. For the
tensions related in the Torah, between judges and kings and their
common chastisement at the hands of the prophets, had lost
their terrestrial value to retain a metaphorical message.

Israel today has preserved something of this ancient pedi-
gree, or rather more precisely it has rediscovered it at the level of
daily political life.” These old ways of reasoning had been politi-
cally diluted during emancipation by the power of the Enlight-
enment. Israel’s founding fathers still belonged to a Jewish
world that had mingled, after a more or less successful political
emancipation, with the other peoples of a Europe that firmly
believed in human progress and a better future. This symbiosis
has not lasted. Paradoxically, it was destroyed not by the Holo-
caust, but much later at the end of the 1990s in that double
vortex marked by its commemoration and the attendant discov-
ery of the full extent of the horror and the extensive complicity
of all countries in its unfolding. This moment unfortunately
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coincided with the end of the Oslo peace progress and the rise
of a new, unexpected antisemitism at the hands of the left and
the immigrant Arab world, especially in Europe.

Today the Talmud and the Torah frame the conditions of daily
life among ever-growing sections of the population. The Zion-
ists who saw their return to Israel as a secular nation-building
enterprise that would give the Jews a normal state, are losing
ground to those who think of Israel as a terrestrial messianic
entity. In either case, this leads to a country without clearly de-
fined mental or physical borders.

Israel’s existential position can be summarized thus: to go
forward, always a step ahead while following its own path and
destiny, deaf or at least indifferent to the sounds of the world.
Israel, more than sixty-five years after the Holocaust, seems to
have adopted the attitude that predominated in Jewish life dur-
ing the two centuries that followed the expulsion of the Jews
from Spain in 1492. This attitude can best be summarized as a
turning inward toward a closed Jewish community life, the re-
turn to religious piety, or for those who are secular, toward an
ethnic identity. But above all the return to mysticism and a mes-
sianic faith in which religion and the Land are incommensurably
intertwined. This time, though, it is not the turning inward of a
people inside ghettos, but a turning inward of a State in the
process of its own ghettoizing because it is convinced that the
world has delegitimized it.

Here too, history offers strange mirrors. In our Western plu-
ralist reading, the isolation of Europe’s Jews inside ghettos at the
hands of a Church under the impetus of the Counter-Reformation
constitutes one of the black pages in Europe’s history. But his-
torical research has also demonstrated that seen from within the
Jewish communities, particularly in the eyes of the religious
leaders, this involuntary confinement was perceived not as a
major injustice against the freedom of the Jews but as a way of
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preserving them against external temptations, at least in the It-
aly of the Renaissance.® The story, most likely an anecdote, with
its claims that the religious leaders of the Jewish community of
Vilna, upon hearing that Napoleon’s troops were at the city’s
doors, proclaimed that it was surely “good for the Jews but terri-
ble for Judaism,” only translates the same state of mind with re-
spect to the even stronger temptations of the Enlightenment.
These tensions were supposed to have been eliminated once
and for all by the creation of the State of Israel. Instead, they
seem to have resurfaced in a new guise. But with one major dif-
ference: today in a postmodern age one can turn inward while
solidly keeping a foot in the wider world. This is not only Isra-
el’s gamble as a state but also the gamble of the ultraorthodox
who play hide-and-seek with each new technological advance
before finding a way to integrate it into their lives while remain-
ing faithful to their precepts. All of these elements lead me to
believe that Israel may be currently in a similar phase, with the
old universal values of the Enlightenment slowly retreating in
the background, in an expanding world where Western democ-
racy risks becoming just one political option among others.
This distinction brings to mind other international divisions
dating back to previous centuries, which back then touched Is-
rael, not as a country but as a “nation” without land. In the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries, Great Britain and the Neth-
erlands, the capitalist nations most open to modernity and that
had welcomed Jewish life in their midst, were opposed to Spain
and France: the latter had extirpated Jews from its midst, and
the former had not yet integrated them. Could Israel today an-
nounce or reveal, once again, by its choices and by the way
other nations treat it, the dominant values of the decades to
come? History does not repeat itself, but sometimes it reverses
itself. Israel’s mutations today do not bode well for the old West-
ern values of the postwar period: universal human rights, a
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democratic pluralism that refuses all ethnic nationalisms in the
name of an open and full-fledged citizenship, and last but not
least an international governance based on supranational laws.”?

Israel today may have left this constellation. It is happily surf-
ing on the line that separates the declining powers (Europe, but
also America, it must be said) with respect to the emerging pow-
ers (such as China, India, Brazil, and even, from an Israeli per-
spective, Russia). The declining powers are still searching for
peace in the Middle East and offering solutions that Israel no
longer envisages. The emerging powers instead mock such an
international interventionism and take Israel as is, totally indif-
ferent to its political and geographic contradictions. What inter-
ests them is Israel’s strength and hypermodernity. The world’s
scenario, according to Israel, has thus changed. Visiting Chinese
plenipotentiaries are applauded and looked up to with respect
while messengers bearing President Obama’s good tidings are
greeted with icy silence.!® The protagonists are no longer the
same, the musical score beats to other tempos, and the film’s
message has a different happy end.

In the name of its Jewish identity, is Israel willing to abandon
all those old Western notions of democratic progress, goodwill
among nations, and the idealistic hopes of world peace? It is of
course much too early to know what is illusory and what is real
in Israel’s moving out into another space/time. But one thing is
certain. In its fragile strength and in its strong fragility, Isracl
has embarked on a massive wager.



THE INTERGALACTIC CAFE, OR
BEN-GURION AIRPORT

Arriving in Israel is akin to arriving at the intergalactic café in
Star Wars. Everyone shows up with a clear-cut identity that will
not be shed during the stay among others, before returning to
his or her world of origin, through separate religious and cul-
tural paths. George Lucas in his café had brought together a
vast array of robots, strange birds, hominoids, and other surre-
alistic creatures. Ben-Gurion Airport in its spacious ultramo-
dernity does the same by welcoming a vast array of humanity,
well beyond its Jewish nucleus.

The Israelis, who are only a small minority of the business-
people on this early June afternoon when I arrive, return to Eretz
(the “land” in Hebrew, without any need to add Israel to the
term). They go through their own police controls when they are
not using special machines (which Israel developed and now sells
to the world) that read their fingerprints and, soon to come,
their irises, to allow them to return home in a few seconds.
Their home is generally to be found on the stretch of land that
borders the sea from Haifa to Ashdod, via Tel Aviv, the country’s
economic lung.

We, the foreigners, instead fill a vast hall with so many police
lines inching along at very different speeds . . . unless one has a
VIP treatment that allows you to clear the barriers, not in Is-
racli seconds, but in a few short minutes. I have often had this
privilege, but did not on this particular occasion, and it is a
privilege whose only equivalent can be found in Russia. Back in
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the normal lines, any border policeman who has the slightest
doubt about the purpose of someone’s visit can block the line
for what seems like ages and can easily last half an hour or more.
The line you pick thus gives you access to a bureaucratic lottery,
much to the displeasure of my fellow passengers, those French
Jews, mainly Sephardic, who feel Israeli at heart and who have
family in the country and increasingly own apartments there.
They are the first to complain, often in Hebrew, but to no avail.
One does not enter Israel easily. If one is a non-Jewish tourist
arriving on a first visit, it is best to do so in a group. And this is
indeed how most visitors come, with a group leader who stands
next to the border police desk to act as an intermediary. And it
is while standing in line that one can fully measure Israel’s para-
doxical nature.

Contrary to other countries, a significant portion of those
who arrive in Israel have as their destination not that country,
but rather the vast palimpsest of other places that occupy the
same physical space as the Jewish state.

Foremost among them, there are the pilgrims who come to
the Holy Land from around the world. They are easily distin-
guishable by the exterior signs they carry: mainly travel bags
and hats with the logo of their group accompanied by a promi-
nent cross. Their tour leaders are either Catholic priests wearing
a clerical collar and coming from Europe or North America, or
wearing the long cassock from Latin America, or Protestant pas-
tors, most often British or German and often dressed as though
out for a hike. Otherwise there are the Greek orthodox priests
with their black cylindrical toques and their Russian equivalents
with slightly different beards and attires. Catholic priests and
nuns form their own small groups, as do orthodox nuns, who
move about with rapid and somewhat angular gestures, belying
in the process their nervousness at having to go through Israel
on the way to their convents. Here, in the antechamber of the
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Holy Land, these very different children of Christ, each pursu-
ing his or her very special itinerary toward Bethlehem, Nazareth,
Jerusalem, and the Galilee, ignore each other, perhaps to better
engage in the intra-Christian war over the Saint Sepulchre.

The ultraorthodox Jews instead arrive in the Promised Land.
I am surprised to see how most of them enter Israel not as citi-
zens but as foreigners, even when they reside in the country. The
passports I manage to glimpse are mainly American and Belgian.
It is as if the land in question remained for these highly ortho-
dox Jews a symbolic promise that has to be deserved on a daily
basis rather than an acquired and ultimately prosaic reality. If
the ultraorthodox women, sporting wigs over their natural hair
as an ascribed sign of modesty, all seem to be dressed alike in
sober hues spanning only grays, blacks, and browns, their hus-
bands on the other hand are clearly differentiated by the shapes
and sizes of their hats, the cuts of their jackets, and whether or
not they are wearing knickers, whose style dates back to the
eighteenth century, rather than pants. Each detail counts, for it
indicates a belonging to different religious and geographic
communities whose origins all lie in the ancestral lands of East-
ern Europe. Each subgroup clings with a vengeance to its iden-
tity in what Freud called the “narcissism of small differences.”
But these small differences become major divides and take on
significant political weight inside the Israeli political setting.!

For others, instead, Israel is simply the Land of Opportunity.
Filipinos, Thais, Ukrainians, Moldavians, and Poles now arrive
in or return to Israel as immigrant workers to fill the service
jobs of a country with ever larger needs, since Isracl no longer
turns to the Palestinians nearby to fill its service sector. These
new Gastarbeiters, who all possess legal working papers duti-
fully printed out in Hebrew, will prove to be problematic in the
long run, because like their equivalents everywhere else in the
world, they will have a tendency to stay on. During the Second
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Intifada, several of them were even killed as victims of the sui-
cide attacks in the years 2002-2005. They thus paid the ulti-
mate blood sacrifice of national belonging but without any pos-
sibility of becoming Israeli citizens. Their children, however, are
attending Israeli schools and speak Hebrew fluently as though it
were a self-evident proposition. It is now commonplace in Isra-
cl’s major cities to see elderly Israclis basking in the sun in the
company of their Filipino, Polish, or Ukrainian caretakers, who
while sitting on the same park bench with their charges peruse
in a distracted manner the local press in Hebrew. These absolute
others are there to guarantee a dignified, but also ironic, end of
the life cycle for elderly Jews, who also belonged to other times
and other worlds.

The Russians entering Israel form their own subgroup. It is
very difficult to know who they are exactly: Russian Slavs on
vacation to see friends or family who emigrated in the last two
decades, or simply Israelis of Russian descent traveling back and
forth? I remember meeting in Moscow in the early 1990s a non-
Jewish Russian whose very first trip abroad had been to Israel,
for the simple reason that he had no hard currency. A Jewish
friend from Soviet times who had migrated at the onset of Gor-
bachev’s liberalization policies had invited him. The Russian had
remained dazzled by Israel but most probably more for its West-
ern wealth than for its Jewish specificity. The Russians queuing
in front of me can be either Jewish or non-Jewish, since Israel
opened its doors widely to former Soviet Jews, whose Jewish
pedigree was often diluted and who have also retained a passion-
ate link to the language, if not to the land. It is hard to know
whether they are businesspeople, middlemen in opaque deals, or
simple vacationers. The number of young people is impressive.
One thing is certain: Russia and Israel continue to be linked by
this steady stream of comings and goings.?
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Noisy and happy, a large group of mainly American and Eu-
ropean Jews, all wearing T-shirts with Taglit (Adventure in
Hebrew) and “Birthright Israel” printed on them, arrive in
their Ancestral Land in order to spend three weeks touring Is-
rael in an all-expenses-paid stay financed by the country, backed
in turn by generous philanthropists from the Diaspora. The
purpose of this program: to bring to Israel young Jews who have
never before been to Israel, so that they might discover the coun-
try and better understand its problems. The idea is that they
will, upon their return to their native lands, become advocates
for an Israel that the rest of the world no longer loves. According
to Taglit, every Jew possesses Israel as an inalienable birthright.
The country thus becomes all at once mountain waterfall, tor-
rent, reservoir, stream, river, and estuary of the Jewish identity.
But it is also the grand protector who constantly needs to be
protected.

This right of return does not please all those who return
home in what could be called their Contested Land: those Arab
Israelis born in Israel but whose birthright is far more complex,
torn as it is between opposing identities. The actress Hiam Ab-
bass, best known for her roles in Israeli films such as The Syrian
Bride or Lemon Tree, has defined the condition of her Israeli
Arab peers in the following terms: “We, the Palestinians, live
here as if we were in a sandwich, stuck between two peoples and
two societies.”® The mantra of Israel’s Arabs who now prefer to
call themselves Israeli Palestinians can best be summarized as
“I am from here and I won’t move” in a quasi-atavistic sense of
the term, for their “here” refers to their plot of land and their
village.* This sense of belonging implies no corresponding feel-
ing of real cohesion (in the usual sense of the term) to a State of
which they are peripheral citizens. It is a far older and more
visceral sense of belonging. Without doubt, under Israeli rule
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these Arab and Druze citizens are governed in a far more liberal
and benign manner than are their Arab peers or relatives in the
surrounding regimes, even after the Arab Spring. But one should
not minimize the resignation that accompanies such a partial
belonging: that feeling of still being governed by others, after
Ottoman and British rule.’ It is important to underscore that
these Arab citizens have never had collective minority rights,
except for the recognition of Arabic as Israel’s second official
language. Israel’s current government is trying to abrogate this
legal status, thus turning Arabic into a foreign language. Despite
this ongoing discrimination, these Israeli citizens—once again a
paradox—would never accept out of their own free will to be
transferred into a new Palestinian state as part of an exchange in
the name of a final peace.

This Arab refusal to leave their lands and villages inside Is-
rael, a not-so-small detail rarely mentioned in international dip-
lomatic discussions, is instead underscored with some pride by
official Israelis, who see in it the best proof of the superiority of
their own democratic institutions. This may be partially true.
But it would be a mistake to draw the wrong conclusions. These
Israeli Arabs are moved above all by a static force that in the long
run can sap from within the democratic legitimacy of the state . . .
if one continues to think in pluralist democratic terms about
equal citizenship and individual rights.

And then there are the Asians: Japanese at first, now fol-
lowed by ever-larger groups of Chinese in the ultimate Exotic
Land. Are they Christian? Or simply tourists who having al-
ready traveled several times to Europe are now heading to Is-
rael, and in particular to Jerusalem, which is the lynchpin of the
Western religious world? I still cannot tell, even after having
crossed paths with more than one group of them in the narrow
alleys of old Jerusalem. Can they ever understand from the per-
spective of their Confucian or Shinto serenity that a city such as
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Jerusalem can unleash such passionate religious conflicts? These
Asian tourists incarnate a new globalized planet, which suits
Israel perfectly because, in search of its own inner harmony, it
would gladly move into its own autonomous setting.®

After having cleared the last police controls, all of these
groups, each in its own identity bubble, head out to their own
symbolic destinations. But before leaving the airport, they all
pass in front of a powerful and extremely moving sculpted head
of David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s founding father and its first prime
minister, whose bearing resembles Rodin’s Balzac. He goes un-
noticed. As do the busts of Gandhi in India, where the vision-
ary of nonviolence no longer holds center stage, aside from the
few weeks during the spring of 2011 when the charismatic Anna
Hazare went on a hunger strike in his struggle against corrup-
tion, a struggle that for a while was followed by India’s new
middle classes. In Israel, the protest tents over the summer were
set up without any reference to Ben-Gurion. The founding father
was of no use to the Israeli protesters, who rose up ultimately for
pragmatic economic reasons and who did not fight for the return
to a more modest and idealistic Israel.

Look up Israel’s founder on Google and you will find an ar-
ticle under the very tempting title “David Ben-Gurion: A Brief
Biography and Quotes.”” The text lists Ben-Gurion’s statements
concerning the Arabs in Palestine. The citations cover a period
from the 1930s to the creation of the State of Israel in 1948.
They are based, the site says, on declassified Israeli documents
and his personal diaries. During this time the Zionist leader en-
visaged solutions similar to the Turkish-Greek accords of 1922
with their forced and nearly total exchanges of populations, in
order to render both countries ethnically homogeneous. The
quotes attributed to Ben-Gurion are quite cruel vis-a-vis the lo-
cal Arab populations. Ben-Gurion wishes them to regroup in
what is now Jordan, with Israel occupying the entire west bank
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of the Jordan River. In brief, one could easily believe that Isra-
el’s first prime minister was directly responsible for today’s
nationalist militants who act on behalf of a greater Israel and
against any autonomous Palestinian state.

This interpretation is too simplistic and only partially cor-
rect. The site does not offer the least citation from the period
after the creation of the Jewish state. After 1948, Ben-Gurion
did not just nuance his statements but changed his attitude
radically on behalf of the rights of the Israeli Arabs. He also
fought mercilessly against the right-wing extremist and Jewish
organizations, such as the Irgun, responsible for the terrorist
attacks against the British forces in the Mandate years. He was
also the elder statesman who criticized openly Israel’s occupa-
tion of the conquered lands after the Six Day War of 1967 (even
though he did want a Jewish presence in Hebron, a city where
Jews had lived for centuries before the Arab pogroms of 1929
and 1936). Ben-Gurion’s vistas lay elsewhere: he never stopped
promoting Israel’s development in the vast (all is relative) open
spaces of the Negev, where he himself had retired, as opposed
to the occupied lands of the West Bank. In brief, Ben-Gurion is
the least likely candidate as a guide or mentor for the current
nationalist right in Isracl. He has been relegated to a purely sym-
bolic presence in a contemporary Israel that has lost its founding
references. One of Ben-Gurion’s most famous photos shows him
chatting amiably with Albert Einstein. The photo was taken in
the carly 1950s in the United States; Einstein visited Palestine
only once, in 1923. Ben-Gurion is thus an icon linked to an
entirely different world.

It comes as no surprise that the website fails to offer all of this
nuanced information. The English site belongs to a “Palestine
remembered movement” while its French counterpart hails un-
der an “International Solidarity Movement” and comes with a
Palestinian flag on top. Both sites were launched in 2001 at the
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height of the Second Intifada. It is not so much its contents,
which can be disturbing, but its centrality in the Google listings,
which confers symbolic rank and therefore importance to our
own perceptions and hierarchies. The Palestinian site on Ben-
Gurion pops up on the first search page. One does not have to
look for it in less frequented subsequent pages. It brings back to
my mind the old advertising in the car rental field when Avis ran
a publicity campaign against Hertz on the theme “We are num-
ber two. We try harder.” The Palestinians are indeed trying
harder and with growing international success.

Between this commercial and Hegel’s classic philosophical
analysis of the link between master and slave, there is precious
little to add. The world has moved into multiple new spheres,
and the little piece of land that David Ben-Gurion managed to
secure and turn into a state for his “people without a land” has
become ever more complex.

Last but not least, there is a group of people living in Israel
today who have never transited through the airport or for that
matter through any port. They are African refugees, mainly from
Darfur, and for them Israel is the Land of Safety. They have
reached it by foot from Egypt through the Sinai . . . the ultimate
historical wink to the biblical Exodus of the Jews. These refugees
are problematic, because, having no place to go and not endowed
with any recognized Jewish roots, unlike their Ethiopian cous-
ins, they cannot benefit from any clear path into Israeli society.
Their swelling numbers have been met with xenophobic and rac-
ist reactions from many Israelis and contributed to the govern-
ment’s decision in June 2012 to begin deportation proceedings
for those who could be repatriated (those from South Sudan,
a brand new state, which has diplomatic ties with Israel). The
vast majority of these illegal immigrants, refugees from officially
war-torn lands who according to international law cannot be
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deported, will find a way to hang on at the very edge of an Is-
raeli society increasingly torn between its principles and its eth-
nic identity.® Will they be the last group in this palimpsest of a
country? Or just one more layer in a land that is far more geo-
metrically variable than the impressive and oversized airport
that carries its founder’s name?



2

THE TWO ROADS TO JERUSALEM

Variable geometry begins the minute one leaves Ben-Gurion
Airport to head out to Jerusalem. Two equally beautiful high-
ways take you there. Depending on the choice made by the taxi
driver, one is confronted either with the seemingly resolved com-
plexity of the past or with the seemingly insoluble contradic-
tions of the present.

Taxi drivers usually take the most classical road, Highway 1,
which connects Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. It is an old road, parts of
which were traced during the Ottoman era and further consoli-
dated under British rule. This road follows essentially (but with
significant exceptions) the curving border established after the
1949 Isracli cease-fire with Jordan, which controlled the West
Bank until the Six Day War of 1967. This border is still currently
referred to as the Green Line, and theoretically it is the border
inside which Israel should withdraw (minus a few lands swaps
here and there) should there ever be the kind of peace envisaged
by the international community.

The second road, technically speaking Regional Route 443,
follows another old Ottoman road, but in reality it is an even
more recent highway. It follows a far straighter trajectory toward
Jerusalem, almost as the crow flies, but in doing so it traverses
what technically are occupied Palestinian lands, on the other
side of the Green Line. Officially, and this explains why it is
called a regional route, this road is a local road built to connect
three new towns—Mod’iin Maccabim Re’ut (inside the Green
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Line), Mod’iin Illit (straddling the Line itself’) with Kiryat Se-
fer, its ultrareligious neighborhood, on the other side, and Gi-
vat Zeev (squarely outside the Green Line and inside Palestin-
ian lands)—with Jerusalem. All of these towns are inside Israel’s
new security fence. This so-called regional route has become
the other way to travel between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, an in-
dispensable highway without whose existence traffic between
the two cities would grind to a halt.

Highway 1, the most frequented, traverses a legitimate and
even heroic Israel, full of highly important historical sites. A
short distance from the airport, one already penetrates into the
lands of some of the oldest Kibbutzim, set up when the land
was still Ottoman before World War I or during the British
Mandate, well before the creation of the Jewish state. Fruits and
vegetables are still grown on these lands, and under a scorching
sun in early June one can already see the first stacks of hay dot-
ting the fields. In this Lilliputian country, one need not travel
for long before reaching the first greenery with, on the right of
the highway, at the level of Latrun, the Trappist monastery of
Our Lady of the Seven Sorrows. Built in 1890, it housed until
1967 a Lebanese monastic community overseeing the monas-
tery’s vineyards, originally planted thanks to the experts who
had established the Rothschild vineyards a few decades earlier.
A little way off, always on the right, one can find the fortress of
Latrun, a major strategic point: from its height it dominates the
road to Jerusalem. In 1948 the soldiers of the brand-new Israeli
army tried in vain to capture the fortress, which the British had
left in the hands of the Arab Legion. The accords of the 1949
armistice with Jordan forbade any shooting against the Israeli
vehicles using the road below on their way to Jerusalem, but
they were seldom enforced. As a result the road below remained
highly unsafe and the Israelis were forced to build a deviation.



The Tivo Roads to Jerusalem 29

This deviation, by the way, is still proposed by Google Maps as
an alternative to Highway 1.

The Latrun fortress became Israeli only after the Six Day
War victory. The no-man’s-land that surrounded it was inte-
grated into Israel proper, with the evacuation of several Arab vil-
lages as collateral damage. The fort today houses the Israeli ar-
my’s tank corps museum. At the bottom of the hill, one can still
see the preserved remains of several burned jeeps and tanks—the
last witnesses to the battles that a still-small Israel, in its heroic
phase, waged against the Jordanian authority.

Were it not for these few jeeps, the unknowing visitor could
never guess the complex history that unfolded at Latrun. The
history was initially glorious for the Arabs and tragic for the
Israelis, who during the 1948-1949 war risked being entirely
cut off from Jerusalem. To add to the original Israeli tragedy,
many of the soldiers who lost their lives at Latrun were young
Holocaust survivors from the concentration camps. After 1967,
the history became glorious for the Israelis and humiliating for
those who would become either Israeli Arabs or Palestinian refu-
gees. In both cases, their presence is largely forgotten, as one
continues to drive along a highway, which like all the highways of
the world gives the impression of being devoid of any history.

This past fraught with heroism and pain on both sides is now
hidden behind the lush vegetation of a hilly national park. Its
trees were planted thanks to a highly organized “plant a tree”
national campaign that had Jews around the world contribute
for decades to the greening of Israel by offering individual trees
or clumps of trees to celebrate the birth of a child, a bar or bat
mitzvah, or a retirement, or to commemorate the death of a
loved one. One is surprised to see a vast impressive dark green
forest dominate the horizon on the way to Jerusalem, despite the
tiny proportion of the country.
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By turning one’s head to the left, instead, the new town of
Mod’iin Maccabim Reut, about twelve kilometers to the north
of Latrun, appears on the horizon. Ideally situated halfway be-
tween Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, planned to offer housing to young
families who could not afford the exorbitant prices of Israel’s
most important cities, Mod’iin, which in its main neighbor-
hoods is inside the Green Line, is a legitimate Isracli town and
home to more than 100,000 residents. But on the other side of
the Green Line, the town is in effect contiguous with its less le-
gitimate sisters, which use Route 443.

Highway 1 continues its slow ascent toward Jerusalem by
reaching, on the right, the Arab village of Abu Gosh, which is an-
nounced by highway signs in both Hebrew and Arabic. This
Israeli Arab village was one of the preferred exotic places for those
Jewish residents of Jerusalem who did not observe the Shabbat.
They could enjoy a pleasant Saturday break in Abu Gosh restau-
rants, which remained open and offered a good Ottoman meal.
I do not know whether this tradition continues. Jerusalem now
has gourmet restaurants that serve an excellent planetary cuisine,
including nonkosher food, even oysters and lobsters. The con-
straints of the Shabbat, increasingly respected by an ever-growing
number of orthodox Jews, still remain optional, even though
there are frequent and well-publicized fights between the two
worlds. The bilingual Hebrew-Arab signs indicating Abu Gosh
on the highway make me realize that inside Ben-Gurion Airport
all the signs are in Hebrew and in English, without the least
reference to Arabic. This is the best proof that Israel’s airport has
already left its GPS position to move into its own space, well
before the current government’s wishes to remove Arabic as the
other official language.

With the final ascent toward Jerusalem, all traces of greenery
disappear. The surrounding hills become grey-beige witnesses
to the area’s massive aridity, but they now lack the beautiful
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accompaniment they possessed in biblical times: olive trees. The
trees have been sacrificed to make way for banal rows of new
houses whose ecological cost is surely catastrophic, but whose
political repercussions are even more so, since they are built on
what is considered Palestinian land by international law. And
then finally, with one last ascent, one reaches Jerusalem proper:
on the right one can see the vast modern Jewish cemetery, the
hospitals, the vast turnabouts, the central bus station, and just
before reaching the residential neighborhoods, a gleaming
new Bridge of Chords (meant most probably to evoke a harp—
perhaps even David’s), which one recognizes instantly as the
work of the Spanish architect Santiago Calatrava. In our time,
any self-respecting world city boasts one of his bridges, and Jeru-
salem, which does not have the faintest stream running through
it, is no exception to this planetary fashion.

But let us return to Highway 1 in terms of its most mundane
aspect: its monstrous traffic. During peak hours, cars and trucks
are practically at a standstill in a never-ending bottleneck. The
authorities have tried to widen some portions of the highway,
but this has proven to be a near-impossible task, given the mi-
nuscule land at stake and the complex topography that unites
but also separates Jewish and Arab villages. Furthermore, Is-
raeli ecologists have fought long and hard against any encroach-
ing on the natural reserves and parks. As a result, Israel was
forced to adopt solutions that place it among the avant-garde na-
tions in terms of ecological highway building. They have come
up with a brilliant solution consisting of tunnels and bridges that
allow the parks’ protected animals, small and big, to transit from
one protected area to another without incurring any danger from
passing cars.

But what happens when this ecological reasoning is applied to
Israeli-Palestinian relations? Regional Route 443 offers a most
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revealing answer. If one searches on Google Maps, the grand
geographical arbiter in cyberspace, for all possible itineraries
between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, Route 443 is not listed. For an
obvious reason: it cuts across non-Isracli Palestinian land. But
beyond its geographical provocation, this route incarnates per-
fectly the schizophrenia of Israel’s recent history.!

The route was conceived during the years of hope linked to
the Oslo peace process. The army had justified to Israel’s Su-
preme Court the construction of the highway through Pales-
tinian lands by pleading that it would benefit above all those
Palestinians who went to work in the Tel Aviv region. The
highway in its original design thus incarnated all the hopes for
peace: one exit leading to Ramallah, the other leading to the
original town of Mod’iin Maccabim Reeut. But there was one
slight problem with this vision: the Palestinians whose life was
purportedly to be facilitated by the route did not share this read-
ing. For them, Israel was simply building on their land. It was
thus no accident that Route 443 became one of the crisis points
during the Second Intifada, when young Arabs from the adja-
cent villages began throwing stones and Molotov cocktails at
the passing Israeli cars. At the height of the Intifada, three Is-
racli soldiers who were trying to join their military base took
the wrong exit and were taken prisoner by some militants. They
were then brought to a Palestinian police station and savagely
murdered. Route 443 was closed in order to create security
checks and protective barriers, and the idea was to reopen it only
to Israeli cars. All references to the original pro-Palestinian rea-
sons for its construction disappeared. Today, the Palestinians
are, for most Israelis, an unwanted presence on the road, one
that must be constantly limited and controlled. The real pur-
pose of the route is no longer cloaked in the rhetoric of peace.
The road is there to service the new Israeli settlements and com-
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munities built on what still remains technically Palestinian land.
The route thus leads to smaller closed routes protected by pro-
tective fences, officially called “service roads.” These can be used
only by Isracli settlers and of course the army, which is there to
protect them.

The highway that dares not call itself so still carries the
stigmata of the response to the Second Intifada. Military check-
points, one in the direction of Tel Aviv, the other in the direction
of Jerusalem, control access to the legitimate portion of the high-
way inside the Green Line. The portion of the road that services
Ramallah is to be found between these two checkpoints. Israeli
activists petitioned and won before the Israeli Supreme Court,
which ordered the reopening of the road to Palestinian traffic in
2009. But in order for the Palestinians from the Ramallah side
of the road to communicate with their own Arab villages on
the other side of Route 443, special tunnels (no bridges) were
built—reminiscent of the ecological tunnels along Highway 1.
And along entire portions of Route 443 one can see tall walls
that bear an uncanny resemblance to those designed as sound
barriers in most other parts of the world. Here, instead, the
barriers have been erected to prevent Palestinians from the nearby
villages from throwing rocks and other projectiles onto the pass-
ing cars. Elsewhere barbed wire fences prevent any local access to
the road.

In other words, this highway is the perfect reflection of the
current atmosphere of nonpeace. The apparently insurmount-
able tensions that underlie it could also be perceived as an on-
going double war of attrition, a war in which the only real goal
for both sides is to hang on until the other side cracks.

Highway 1 offers a stunning spectrum of geographical nu-
ances as it winds through cultivated fields, vineyards, and for-
ests before reaching the dry Jerusalem hills. Route 443, the
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highway that does not dare to say its name, after traversing the
very last cultivated fields inside the Green Line, whose name for
once really makes sense, is immediately surrounded by a coun-
tryside whose beauty and harshness is quintessentially biblical.
In the intermediate area at the heart of Palestinian land, there
are virtually no traces of a human presence on hills where rocks
and olive trees have coexisted for millennia in pastoral silence.
At the top of some hills, one can see a few Arab villages with
their minarets. The few modern concrete houses at the bottom
of the hill in no way disturb the timeless architecture of these
villages. Their names do not adorn the slightest billboard on
the highway, for the simple reason that no highway exit leads to
them. They seem to float above the biblical rocks as so many
mirages of a distant time—a time before Israelis, with their
Western impulses and their desire to build houses and to till the
land, transformed the very aspect of this land /palimpsest. In
front of such a contrast between civilizations, in the deepest
and most ancient sense of the term, I can only think of Cain and
Abel, Jacob and Esau: their rivalries, their jealousies, their heri-
tages. Who decreed that this pastoral world with its austere and
metaphysically splendid hills did not possess its own logic and
dignity? Why did it have to be replaced by hills turned into sub-
urbia? The abyss does not just cut across Israeli-Palestinian rela-
tions but runs far deeper as a gash over the very nature of time.

Only the Ramallah skyline, which one can catch a glimpse of
on the left, possesses a host of modern buildings, even an en-
tirely new neighborhood, as though it had succumbed to the
virus of Western modernity. It is no accident. The Western pow-
ers see in Ramallah’s alleged modernity a promising sign for the
future. They rejoice in this Palestinian economic dynamism and
creativity and see in it the underpinnings of the future Palestin-
ian state, whose coffers are constantly being refilled by the in-
ternational community in the hallowed name of the two-state
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solution. But can all of this Western momentum replace the will
of the Palestinians to live with their own rhythm and in their
own space/time?

Route 443 still holds two other sore spots in store. The first,
not really visible from the highway, is the Khalandia check-
point: the compulsory crossing point that allows Palestinians to
reach (or rather, not to reach) Jerusalem, or rather their East Je-
rusalem. They can do so only after having transferred from one
taxi to another or stepped down from a bus to take another of-
ten a few hours later. There is no need to describe the stress, the
fatigue, and the often-tragic circumstances under which young
soldiers will or will not allow the Palestinians to circulate be-
tween towns and villages. Isracli Jewish journalists from Haaretz
do so far better and more methodically and in far harsher con-
demnatory tones than any foreign journalist.? Isracli human
rights activists and members of nongovernmental organizations,
such as B’Tselem, stand at the checkpoints to try to facilitate,
by their sheer presence, the smooth handling of urgent cases. But
one must in all fairness stress that the Palestinians themselves
are in part responsible for Israeli suspicions and toughness at
the checkpoints: many of them during the Second Intifada used
ambulances to transport fighters disguised as sick or wounded
passengers, along with their arms and bombs.

A bit farther down the road is the second sore spot: Ofer
Prison, which unlike the checkpoint is highly visible, since it is
surrounded with barbed wire and flanked by a grey concrete
surveillance tower decorated with a large blue Star of David. The
association with other historical towers, other barbed wires, and
other pasts—however false—is unavoidable. Ofer is both a prison
and a military tribunal. Palestinian prisoners guilty of acts of
terrorism or of violence, with or without murder, are imprisoned
there, and it is also there that they are judged, in what is often an
expeditious manner.
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And then the final ascent toward Jerusalem. This entrance
into the city is heralded by the ultraorthodox settlements, built
beyond the Green Line and now encircling the city. They too,
like the Arab villages, have a mirage quality to them, but in this
case only to evoke a far too dense and prosaically functional
urban monotony. Those who dwell in these settlements could
not care less. They live for the Talmud and their time is millen-
nial. But in more prosaic terms, these ultraorthodox couples have
extremely large families, ranging from half a dozen to a dozen
children apiece, and in the worldview of their spokesmen it
is self-evident that their settlements must expand. The settlers
need ever more kindergartens, schools, synagogues, and houses
to accommodate this vertiginous demographic spiral. Here we
are at the very heart of the “construction versus freezing of the
settlements” issue with its constant headlines in the world press.

It is hard not to admire the sheer collective perseverance of
these ultrareligious settlers, whose families before the Holo-
caust were historically far smaller in size, in their current deter-
mination to bring to life more Jews to somehow replace those
who were murdered . . . if only they would do so not on these
contested lands and in the name of ever more intolerant beliefs.

As one reaches Jerusalem, the highway becomes strikingly
beautiful in a modern manner. It has been carefully landscaped
to highlight rows of young olive trees and other bushes, which
stand out from the golden soil like so many works of art. These
olive trees are most elegant: tall and straight and planted just
right in terms of a perfect avant-garde urban design. They have
nothing in common with the ancient gnarled and metaphysical
olive trees, which the Israelis have chopped down and continue
to chop down in their quest for ever-larger expanses of urban
land, to the detriment of the Palestinian villagers and their time-
honored fields.
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The highway ends to become the Menachem Begin circular
road in an ironical twist of history. The ring road was meant to
honor Begin, the architect, along with Anwar el Sadat, of the
Isracli-Egyptian peace accords, brokered by President Jimmy
Carter in 1979. The result was over thirty years of peace with
Egypt. But nowadays, confronted with the new uncertainties
stemming from the Arab Spring, particularly in Egypt, one can
wonder whether the new Israel, increasingly closed within it-
self, would rather honor with this ring road not Begin the prime
minister but Begin the old terrorist leader of the Irgun, the or-
ganization that was responsible for the terrorist attacks against
the British Mandate forces, and the man who never believed in
or wanted the creation of a Palestinian state.

It is not so far-fetched to recall this distant past. It is coming
back in a revisionist vein. The press in June 2011 was full of
articles announcing that the Netanyahu government was plan-
ning to lift up the remains of the Altalena, the ship carrying
arms on behalf of the Irgun, which the newly minted leader of
Israel, David Ben-Gurion, had the army sink in 1948 as one of
the very first acts of responsible government of a sovereign
Israel.3

But let us return to Route 443. The rare taxi drivers that
take it generally do so in a tense silence. I have the impression
they try to guess their passenger’s identity before choosing to
use this road. My chaufteur is a native-born Israeli of Moroccan
origin. He speaks excellent English, which he perfected through
numerous stays in the United States. His first question upon
greeting me at the airport was to ask me whether this was my
first trip to Israel. When I reply laughing that this is really not
the case, he looks at me in the rear-view mirror and swerves
toward Route 443, while announcing that he always takes this
road. I am not at all sure that he is being truthful.



38 Israel Has Moved

I have arrived on the eve of Jerusalem Day (the holiday that
commemorates the reunification of the city at the hands of the
Israeli army after the Six Day War of 1967). Route 443 is packed
with cars with Israeli flags glued to their windows or that, foot-
ball fan style, are flying them out of the window. On this day,
such flag-driven patriotism is not entirely innocent. When we
reach the part of the highway that runs through Palestinian
lands, I ask my driver, pretending not to know the answer,
whether we have indeed arrived in the “contested areas.” He
shakes his head and, pointing to the hills that surround us, tells
me in a surly but also jaded manner: “Yes, indeed, we are not al-
lowed to build here.” The angry tone with which he conveys this
information is exactly the same any real estate agent would use
in front of choice land that is zoned, for the time being, outside
his purview.

I then ask him the names of the Arab villages that surround
the highway. He gives them to me in a distracted manner, as if
I were asking a boring question, such as the full geological
name of nearby rocks. And then he tells me, as if he were pick-
ing up again a sentence left hanging in the air, but one that was
never begun in reality, that “everyone was infinitely better off
before the Second Intifada,” when one could circulate freely
throughout the land. Back then, my driver, who is in his mid-
fifties, tells me, he could visit his Arab employees (he used to run
a small transport company), who were also his friends, in Ra-
mallah and Hebron. He certainly has a point there, but it is not
a promising point for any future two-state solution. Politics has
destroyed such a simple one-sided vision . . .and he should
know, he who survived one of the terrorist attacks in the Hillel
Café in Jerusalem. Arik, for everyone is on a first name basis in
Israel, relates this story in a very calm manner during our fourth
trip together on Route 443 between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, for
he has become my semi-official chauffeur as I shuttle between



The Tivo Roads to Jerusalem 39

the two cities to give lectures. He is also quick to point out that
his Arab friends all came to visit him in the hospital . . . but, he
sighs, that was before the protective barrier was built. Meeting
them now has become virtually impossible, for they can reach
Jerusalem only if they are driving an ambulance; and this by
definition means that they have little time to spare for any so-
cializing. And then he adds, smiling, that he does indeed have
problems clearing security portals in airports, because the sur-
geons left one piece of shrapnel inside him, for it was too close
to the abdominal wall.

And then, turning to me, since I of course sit up front in the
car with my new friend, he starts to praise the American Con-
gress for the lavish welcome and standing ovation they gave to
Prime Minister Netanyahu during his trip to the United States
in May 2011—a subtle way of showing contempt for Obama,
the failed American president in many Isracli eyes. Arik is no
extremist. He conveys Mediterranean warmth and kindness; he
is a proud patriot with a moderate tone. But his Zionist dream
has little in common with those of the Ashkenazi founding fa-
thers in the early years of the state. His father, a poor Moroccan
immigrant, was a pro-Begin laborer who had major problems
with the Zionist East European dominated trade unions, who
refused to accept him as one of the elected workers at his plant.
He belongs to the new free-enterprise Israel, loves America, but
would not dream of ever moving there. Europe is a fine place to
visit. But Israel is his sweet biblical homeland.

The last chauffeur to have taken me to the airport along
Route 443 is of an entirely different mettle. First of all, he is
driving a private limousine that has been hired by the organiz-
ers of the Presidential Conference to bring participants from
the airport to Jerusalem and back, and I sit in the backseat as
expected of me, for I am a “VIP.” Young, wearing a knitted
kippah, which usually denotes nationalist inclinations, speaking
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a barely functional English, he has the body language of a guy
who does not shy away from tough confrontations. As we pass
by Ofer Prison, in front of which a few Israeli human rights ac-
tivists regularly plead on behalf of families who hope to see
their sons get a fair trial, he points to the prison and snarls,
“Over there, the ‘Four Seasons,’” his way of defining the prison
as a luxury hotel. The night before, at the closing session of the
Presidential Conference, Prime Minister Netanyahu had an-
nounced, after the Hamas government in Gaza had refused to
allow the Red Cross to visit Gilad Shalit, the kidnapped soldier,
in his prison, that henceforth Arab prisoners accused of terror-
ism would no longer be able to pursue their studies or benefit
from other democratic privileges while in prison. The threat
proved hollow; a few months after my trip the prime minister
agreed to free most of these prisoners as part of the deal that
allowed Gilad Shalit to be freed on October 18, 2011, after five
years of imprisonment. I dare mention to the driver that the ti-
tle “Several Seasons” for the prison would be more appropriate,
to convey the length of imprisonment of detainees, who are
mainly activists rather than terrorists. But my driver is not lis-
tening; his ears are glued to the soft music being played on the
radio, and even if he were, he would not grasp the irony in my
remark. He has only contempt for an outside world he considers
as inherently hostile.

In his own way, he is the perfect alternate to the VIP chauf-
feur who brought me to Jerusalem from the airport during my
second June stay, but this time using Highway 1. He was a uni-
versity student who spoke quite good English and who told me
proudly that he was born in Ariel, one of oldest Jewish towns
built on the other side of the Green Line. He spoke warmly of his
childhood in this town, which in his eyes was just as legitimately
Israeli as Tel Aviv or Ashdod. I realize that for his generation,
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the very concept of the Green Line is surely the equivalent of
the French Maginot Line at the beginning of World War II: a
fortified defense border that turned out to be totally ineffi-
cient in holding off the enemy, the very symbol of a defective
strategy.

It is not necessary to be young and religious or born in the
occupied territories to subscribe to such a reading. Secular left-
wing professors from Tel Aviv University shared the same feel-
ings when they pointed to the hills standing out beyond the Tel
Aviv horizon to announce that theoretically these hills would
be in the “other state” if the two-state solution were to be im-
plemented at the hands of the international community. “Con-
tinue talking away,” they seem to imply, “but you are not the
ones living here.” One of the professors gives me a little tour of
the city, pointing out those areas that used to be small Arab vil-
lages in the past (some of them even after the creation of the
Israeli state in 1948). I gaze in the direction in which he has
pointed his finger, but all I can see is a residential neighborhood
full of towers, gardens, and playgrounds. Memory has become
an academic pursuit. Not the slightest trace of an Arab past has
been preserved.

I finally understand that in the long-term vision of Israel’s
new moderates (far more to the right than the moderates of yore),
the highway that still hides behind the name Regional Route
443 is destined to become the equivalent of Highway 1: a long
asphalt ribbon traversing a harmonious new Israel full of new
towns and even a few quaint Arab villages (inside the protective
barrier), which will with time become picturesque. These little
Arab hamlets will no longer contain the dynamic new genera-
tions; these will have moved (at least, according to Israeli wishes)
to Ramallah to build their own state, on the other side of the
protective barrier, where empty hills will await them.
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This rather moderate and calm vision—at least compared to
the projects cherished by the ultra greater-Israel nationalists who
want all Arabs to leave the West Bank—was explained to me in
full detail from the esplanade of East Talpiot, one of the most
powerful and startling memoryless historical sites I have ever
encountered.
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THE LESSON FROM EAST TALPIOT

The yellow helmet with blues stripes surely covers a black kip-
pah, because sidelocks (payoz) are sticking out of it and floating
in the wind next to a reddish-brown beard. The young man
looks a bit ill at ease as he stands upright on a Segway, those
strange two-wheeled contraptions endowed with a gyroscope
that allow their users to circulate at a faster clip than by merely
walking, and to go forward or backward by simply moving their
bodies in the right direction. Entire packs of helmeted tourists,
most often American, circulate in Paris and its formal gardens on
such vehicles.

The young man in question, however, is not a tourist. He is
at home in his own holy city of Jerusalem. His long black coat,
worn even in the day’s torrid heat, along with his white shirt
define him as an ultraorthodox Jew. I wonder where he has left
his large black hat. His wife is not holding it. She too is stand-
ing on a Segway, her feet barely showing under her long black
skirt, and she is sporting a light-blue helmet not unlike those
worn by the United Nations forces. The helmet just as surely
hides the wig she must wear as a very observant Jew. A young
man with a backpack stands in the middle between the two. He
is dressed casually in blue jeans, T-shirt, and a baseball cap. Ray-
Ban sunglasses complete this Californian outfit. He is in charge
of the Segway fleet, and he is busy trying to explain to the cou-
ple how one navigates these strange childlike scooters. Totally
indifferent to the tourists who are photographing them, given
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the uncommon nature of the moment, they listen carefully to
his instructions. Their bodies, and surely also their education,
are still too rigid to allow the Segway to move forward . . . for
the time being.

The friend with whom I observe the scene and who is a re-
searcher in a policymaking institute, observes the couple with
displeasure. He does not like their venturing into the world of
frivolous leisure activities. The Segway, he tells me, is not a use-
ful transportation vehicle, but an object straight out of that
consumer world that ultraorthodox Jews should be shunning.
He should know. He too is ultraorthodox and wears the seem-
ingly compulsory black suit and white shirt, replete with the
prayer Tallit under his shirt. I realize he is not wearing a large
black hat either, but just a black velvet Zippah. He explains to
me that he does not wear a hat but on Shabbat wears a Shtreiml,
that large fur hat that ultrareligious Polish Jews had taken on,
along with breeches, from the fashion world of the Polish nobil-
ity in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He expects me
to laugh in secular mockery, especially because he is a Jew whose
family is of Tunisian origin and whose rabbinical forefathers
knew nothing about fur. But my smile contains a hefty dose of
admiration for such traditions, which seem outlandish in 40°
Celsius weather but which incarnate ironclad principles. The
young man on the Segway may or may not belong to my friend’s
brand of ultraorthodoxy. Minor sartorial differences count sig-
nificantly in this black-and-white ultrareligious world whose
uniforms are as complex as those of Europe’s nineteenth-century
regiments.

Watching the Segway couple, I am reminded of the com-
ments of an eminent specialist in Jewish philosophy, Avi Ravitsky,
who used to explain that Israel as a state could never have come
into existence without a fundamental but also counternatural
religious/secular compromise, spearheaded by two grand figures:
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David Ben-Gurion, on the one hand, and the followers of Rav
Abraham Isaac Kook, the ultraorthodox chief rabbi of British-
mandated Palestine, who died in 1935, on the other.! Rav
Kook’s followers, namely the Hazon Ish, according to Ravitsky,
accepted the Zionist creation of the Jewish state even though
Orthodox Judaism had always stipulated that such a state could
reappear only with the coming of the messianic times. For
Kook and his disciples, despite their ostensible secular agenda,
the Zionists were vital instruments of God working, unknown
to themselves, toward such a messianic goal. Ben-Gurion chose
to include the ultraorthodox inside Israel’s state system by ac-
cording them special privileges, such as subsidized Yeshiva train-
ing and exemption from military service for their young men.
Israel’s first prime minister perceived the ultraorthodox as anach-
ronistic Jews destined to disappear, but he felt they were entitled
to live out their collective existence in dignity under the aus-
pices of the Israeli state, given their near extermination during
the Holocaust.

Ravitsky liked to repeat that the two camps made their re-
spective compromises even before the official birth of the state
because they were both convinced that their camp would in-
herit the grandchildren of the other.? As I contemplate the
crowds of ultraorthodox in Jerusalem today, I feel that even Rav
Kook would have been surprised by the excessive (in terms of
rigidity) degree of his victory . . . even though his own son, Rav
Tzvi Yehuda Kook, was the founder after the 1967 victory of
the ultranationalist Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful), which
promoted religious settlement of the West Bank, relabeled as
“Judea and Samaria.” But might not this total religious victory
still turn out to be Pyrrhic in the end?

Will the young couple on their Segways defect to the other
side? Many liberal and secular Jews are convinced that a num-
ber of these ultraorthodox young men and women, who live
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surrounded by numerous brothers and sisters, will sooner or
later let themselves be won over by the sirens of modernity. If
that were to be the case, they would simply be reproducing a
time-honored pattern of social mobility. The ultraorthodox
East European Shtetls were the reservoir from which progres-
sive and even revolutionary European and later American Jews
moved out into the world. But today nothing is less certain.
These young ultraorthodox couples can live postmodern life-
styles (Segways and strict religious observance) without neces-
sarily betraying their camp. Family demographics, besides, play
in their favor.

In Israel today, the Kook-Ben-Gurion wager has taken on an
entirely different aspect. The two camps are beginning to fuse
at least partially. Highly visible skirmishes between extremists
on both sides continue to seize media attention, even interna-
tionally, particularly when it comes to infringing or curtailing
women’s rights (such as requiring women to sit in the back of
some Jerusalem city buses), in a seeming replay of the civil rights
struggles in America in the late 1950s and early 1960s.3 But
nothing in Israel is ever that simple. The country boasts women
who are starred generals, and most ultrareligious Jews condemn
such fundamentalist extremes worthy of the Salafists or the
Taliban. Besides, Jewish ingenuity is always coming up with
practical solutions to even the most extremist ultrareligious de-
mands. The latest find: “modesty glasses.” Men can now add
special blur-inducing stickers on their lenses that, while allow-
ing them a few meters of clear vision so that they can walk safely
in the streets, blur the rest of the world so that they need not
see immodestly dressed women.* The solution may seem strange
but it is philosophically admirable, compared to the tactics of
Islamic extremists. Rather than insulting or lapidating immod-
est women, Jewish extremists have simply decided to remove
them from their field of vision.
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More to the point, the ultrareligious (above all the modern
orthodox, and not so much the Haredim) today are increasingly
consenting to the education of their daughters in Jewish terms
by creating special Yeshivas for women, where they too can delve
into the deepest spheres of Talmudic learning. Highly orthodox
Jewish women in the past always studied practical subjects, if
only to be able to maintain their husbands during their lifelong
Torah studies. For the time being, women are not allowed to
study with or to share their Talmudic knowledge with men be-
yond their husbands, but no one can prejudge the future inside
an orthodox world that has managed to survive all dangers.

Above all, confident in their numbers and in their political
power, and perhaps in an effort not to rock the Israeli boat too
far, some ultraorthodox rabbis are now encouraging their young
men to work. Such a revolution would only mark a return to
older times, when only the most brilliant and creative Talmudic
scholars had the privilege in Europe and in America to spend
their entire lives studying. To do so they were often supported
by a local philanthropist or by the family of their Rebbe, whose
daughter they often married. The vast majority of all other Ye-
shiva students stopped studying when they reached their level
of competence and began working, often in the most humble
trades, in order to support their families. Ben-Gurion and Kook’s
followers, through their compromise, played a key role in subsi-
dizing ultraorthodox students, allowing them to study well be-
yond their intellectual capacities. They essentially offered them
the most luxurious of welfare state subsidies.

This all-too-comfortable situation drew particularly strong
criticisms from those who supported the tent movement in the
summer of 2011: members of the middle class protesting against
the rising cost of living and furious that the ultraorthodox were
being subsidized for their Yeshiva training. A writer of the stat-
ure of Amos Oz in a letter of support for the tent protesters
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considered the settlements and the ultraorthodox Yeshivas re-
sponsible for the growing state deficits and accused them of
producing “generations of ignorant bums, filled with contempt
toward the state, its people and 21st-century reality.”® His were
the words of an aging Cicero nostalgic for a pure and hearty
pioneer Israel that sought to bring normality to the Jewish
people. Hope had changed camps and now belonged to those
who, buttressed by a religious vision, considered Israel as en-
dowed with a very specific mission. The tent movement did not
live up to Amos Oz’s hopes, for it did not transform Israel’s so-
cial and economic priorities. Despite the financial hardships of
many of its citizens, the country basks in its economic growth—
echoes of Asia, including in its low unemployment figures.

Just as significant, the ultraorthodox are no longer lagging
behind. They now consent, in increasing numbers, to send their
sons into newly created special units inside the army, where they
are given time to pursue their Talmudic studies, in an all-male
environment and with superkosher food. The first ultraortho-
dox combat battalion was created in the summer of 2011 to be
stationed on the Golan.® And there is good reason to believe
that the ultraorthodox world is slowly opening up to a “closed”
Internet in their family lives. Many ultra-orthodox young women
are also beginning to work in the computer services industry in
specially designed all-female contexts.

The Ben-Gurion—Kook issue of who would be inheriting the
children of the other no longer seems so relevant. A metaphor
comes to mind: that of the DNA double helix. Israel’s two found-
ing currents are currently recombining to produce a new Israeli
reality that lives in its own space/time. And this new Israel does
not have much in common with the old country, which was
proud of its ultrasecular and valorous army, Tsabal, the child
prodigy of the Ben-Gurion camp. Will these ultraorthodox ar-
tillery soldiers and officers, who pray with their Tefillin prayer
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straps on their head and who wear their Ta/lit prayer shawls
over their uniforms and their Tzz¢zit, knotted shawls underneath,
and who live in their all-male units, use a closed Internet, and
fervently believe in the religious sanctity of their greater Israel,
still be Western? Or will they increasingly resemble Chinese
troops? It is difficult to believe that they will ever obey any order
to dismantle the slightest settlement beyond the Green Line, be
it on the most remote hill of Judea and Samaria, even when
composed of a single camping car. Bringing such ultraorthodox
young men into the Israeli army can thus be an equivocal goal.
On the one hand, they would become full-fledged Israelis in-
volved in all spheres of national life. On the other hand, by their
sheer religious demands, they risk upsetting the army’s tradi-
tional openness and career opportunities, particularly with re-
spect to women.”

The Segway riders, my ultraorthodox friend, and I are all
standing on the East Talpiot esplanade. This is a favorite tour-
ist destination. From there one enjoys a stunning view of the
Old City of Jerusalem with the Dome of the Rock at the center,
the Temple Mount right behind, and a bit farther to the right
the newly built separation fence that snakes its way through the
hills at the edge of the Judean desert. My friend, it turns out,
had brought me here with a purpose. I am on a field trip of sorts,
and he is about to give me a “hands on” geopolitical lesson. Seen
from Talpiot, the minute size of the field—or is it a theater?—is
simply startling, even for someone who is acquainted with its
stakes.

I should specify that my friend brought me to East Talpiot
only after enquiring about my ties to Israel. I had told him that
I had never personally considered Zionism to be a valid life
choice for me, that I criticized Israeli politics, but that at the
same time I could not conceive of a world without Israel. But
above all I had told him that regardless of what the distant
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future might bring, the sheer coming together of so many Jews
in one place has produced not only the renewal of a language
and a religion, but also an intellectual and cultural renaissance.
The fruits of this revival, I suggest, will recharge the batteries
of the Jewish people for centuries to come.

My friend greets my words with massive enthusiasm. Clearly
what I have said must echo, albeit very superficially, some major
Kabbalistic interpretation of the world that he espouses. His en-
thusiasm reminds me of a similar unleashing of joy coming from
a British ultraorthodox Jew who in the 1990s was very much in-
terested in my hopes for a renewed dynamic Jewish life in a re-
united European continent after 1989. When I asked him why
he was so interested in postcommunist developments, he re-
plied in a most direct and surprising manner that for him the
fall of the Berlin Wall had hastened the arrival of messianic
times. (Would he still think so today?)

Beyond any messianic overtones, most Israeli policy insti-
tutes today favor a new reading of the Jewish world. Jews are no
longer expected to make aaliyah (the ascent toward Israel, orig-
inally evoking the biblical ascent toward Jerusalem during the
major holy days of pilgrimage), thereby abandoning their alien-
ated status in the Diaspora. I, as a Jew living outside Israel, am
now asked to stay where I live in order to defend Israel’s legiti-
macy in a planetary struggle that has no borders. All Jews are
considered to be on the barricades, regardless of where they live,
because Israel wants to delocalize its defenses and the new hori-
zon on this front, my friend tells me, is China. No one in Israel
seriously believes that China will ever come to Israel’s aid in case
of major problems, but as my friend tells me, the weight of the
world has shifted toward the Asian power, and the number of
Israeli researchers writing policy papers on China corroborates
this shift in emphasis. Interest in Europe, on the other hand,
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always according to him, is waning; researchers handle it more
out of habit than true interest, except in terms of that past.

I think back to another epoch when other Jews reached the
same conclusion that the weight of the world was shifting. It
was 802 CE in Baghdad when Caliph Harun al-Rachid sent a
delegation to Charlemagne’s court in Aix-la-Chapelle, bearing
a precious white elephant as a gift. There were Jews in the ca-
liph’s delegation, and they opened the way for other Jews to
leave Baghdad and settle in nascent North Western Europe,
which was perceived as the new frontier, in what would subse-
quently become the flourishing medieval Ashkenazi Rhineland
communities.’

My friend is now pointing to Jerusalem at our feet. “You
see,” he tells me, “we must face two problems at once: the ultra-
religious Jews, on the one hand, and the Arabs on the other.”
His solution is as crystal clear as his Cartesian mind honed by
engineering studies in an earlier life. To contain the ultrareli-
gious, he tells me, one must build hotels. These huge buildings
full of semidressed tourists engaging in scandalous behavior (by
ultraorthodox standards) will effectively block any ultraortho-
dox real estate development. When I ask him why these “black”
Jews could not just leapfrog over such hotels, he is categorical in
his reply: “No, hotels really do the trick because it is much too
complicated to build beyond them.” I understand this much:
the ultrareligious shun all contact with secular Jews or anyone
who does not share their lifestyle; such hotels can only be anath-
ema to them.

But I am still puzzled by my friend’s analyses. Who are these
ultrareligious Jews whom he, the Shtreiml-wearing highly ob-
servant Jew, speaks about with such detachment? Are they anti-
Zionists who do not recognize the legitimacy of a Jewish state
that has not come about through divine will at the end of the
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messianic times? Such Jews could only offend him, who is a re-
ligious Zionist with a far more open and tolerant approach to
the others of the world, including secular Jews as well as Mus-
lims. Am I privy to a quarrel between different Jewish orthodox
denominations, if that is the term? And if so, is this quarrel over
links with the others in the world? A mathematical metaphor
comes to mind. If you constantly divide by two even the small-
est distance separating you from any geometrical point, you will
never reach your goal. These ultraorthodox differences can hang
on one hair under a kippak or encompass an entire cultural uni-
verse. Either way, they cannot be transcended.

My friend is in a hurry. He must rush to his weekly lesson
with a Kabbalah master, a “really great one,” he tells me, choos-
ing not to divulge his name. These subjects are far too serious
for his identity to be revealed to a secular Jew, and a woman to
boot. He tells me only that his teacher can fathom the meaning
of the world in all of its multiple dimensions, well beyond daily
events. I believe him. In Jerusalem “the meaning of the world”
cannot be grasped by simply relying on the news, policy papers,
or conventional historical research. The city is a vast depository
of underground tunnels, both literally and figuratively. As a re-
sult, they exert a very real pressure on the daily life of the coun-
try. Kabbalists in such a context are de rigueur.

It is surely with such complex references in mind that my
friend points in the direction of the security fence on the hori-
zon. He tells me that it has worked in containing the other
danger: the Arabs. I look at him in an incredulous manner,
pointing to East Jerusalem at our feet. With an optimism that
combines his theological faith with his engineering background,
he explains to me that Israel’s policy of encircling the Arab quar-
ters with new Jewish neighborhoods is beginning to yield its
fruits. Sooner or later the Palestinian Arabs who are stuck inside
the security barrier will want to join their fellow Palestinians in
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their lands on the other side. And he adds: “You know, there
are many positive things going on in Ramallah today. This time
they are really moving along in their state-building. They even
have computers and all the attendant modernity. They too are
beginning to have start-ups, and soon the vibrant new forces of
the Palestinian nation will want to rally around Ramallah as the
epicenter of their state.”

I do not know how to react to such political optimism. My
friend masters all the technologies of the twenty-first century,
but (for the time being) he makes sure that his own eight chil-
dren have no access to the Internet, or television for that matter.
Yet he is confident that a few high-tech start-ups can help forge
a Palestinian state.” Start-Up Nation is the title of an American
best-seller that described Israel’s economic miracle based on
start-ups and high tech.!? But transposed to a future Palestine,
such a term takes on entirely different connotations. The Pales-
tinian start-up has to be created from scratch: with Hobbesian
state power (which Israel will most probably not allow), the rule
of law, a viable political representation, social cohesion, and last
but not least, an airport. Will it carry Arafat’s name? Whatever
the future may hold, even the fastest Internet broadband speeds
cannot accelerate political and social time, even if regional har-
mony were to reign. But that is hardly the case.

My friend is the one who first used the term “psycho-rigidity”
to describe ultrareligious Jews, when he explained to me years
ago why he could not shake my hand. Now I am the one who
is struck by his autistic optimism. Has he ever asked himself
whether the Palestinians in question were really keen on moving
to Ramallah? Since he personally would never contemplate the
use of force against them, I have no idea which higher authority
he could invoke to make them move. I know from previous con-
versations that one should not ask him to choose between the
democratic agora and the burning bush: his mind is made up
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and it does not lean toward the Greek tradition. In the Kabbal-
istic world order, politics must occupy a very inferior and mar-
ginal sphere. But my friend does believe in the beauty of dialogue
and in the importance of pragmatism. In his mind, the Arab resi-
dents of East Jerusalem will move out because, as perfect disci-
ples of John Stuart Mill, it will be in their self-interest to do so. I
admire his frankness because he says out loud what many Israe-
lis silently wish for.

Other Israelis think otherwise. According to them, the Pal-
estinians of East Jerusalem are choosing to take Israeli citizen-
ship in ever-growing numbers, the best proof that they do not
believe in a two-state solution.!! But these Israelis who think in
terms of a binational state may also be under an illusion. Pales-
tinian residents of East Jerusalem who choose to become Israeli
citizens do not necessarily adhere to any idealized political vi-
sion of joint peaceful coexistence. What they want above all is
the right to keep their residence in East Jerusalem if they leave
the city, the right to enlarge or to rebuild their houses without
having to obtain a permit from the city authorities, a permit that
is almost always denied, and above all a legal status that will al-
low them to fight off the growing number of ultraorthodox Jews
who seek to take over or, as they say, to “reappropriate” houses
in East Jerusalem.

As I contemplate the dry and empty hills on the other side of
the separation wall, the hills where Palestinians should be build-
ing their start-up nation, I am reminded of Dino Buzzati’s clas-
sic, The Tartar Steppe.'? Buzzati’s Italian novel was an existen-
tial meditation on an officer in a fort who spends his entire life
waiting in utter boredom for the arrival of the Tartar enemy,
and when the enemy finally arrives, is too old and sick to con-
front him. In reality the Isracli army controls most of these
empty hills, and I am afraid that the Israelis will be confronting
Palestinian “Tartars” in reverse. The latter will simply not cross
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over to the other side, or will do so only when Israclis will be
too weak to impose it on them.

I do not pursue the metaphor. Could it be that I am simply
stuck in my own petit bourgeois Western space/time? East Tal-
piot is there to remind me of other ancient worlds that constantly
resurface in what is Israel’s ever-changing temporal kaleido-
scope. I am standing on the hill that dominates not only Jerusa-
lem but the horizon all the way to the Dead Sea. This is the hill
on which the Temple’s high priest had his house. Christian tra-
dition holds that it was in High Priest Caiaphas’s house that the
decision was taken to consign Jesus to the Roman authorities.
This is probably why the hill was given the name “The Hill of
Evil Counsel.” This also happens to be the title of a novel by
Amos Oz, a novel that conveys Jewish hopes and fears on the
eve of the birth of the State of Israel.'®* And naturally, given Is-
racl’s multilayered kaleidoscope, this is also the hill where the
British High Commissioner to Palestine had his own sumptu-
ous palace built in 1933. Palestinian elites of all stripes, Jewish
as well as Arab, were invited to attend elegant receptions and
garden parties in a mansion that seemed destined to perpetuate
British control over Palestine for generations to come. Barely
fifteen years later, in 1948, the British left the palace to the Red
Cross, which was responsible for taking care of the wounded on
both sides of the Jordanian-Israeli War. With the armistice of
1949, the Red Cross turned the palace over to the United Na-
tions, which still occupies it today. The palace served as the head-
quarters for the UN troops that were once stationed in the Sinai,
and now serves for those that are stationed today on the Golan
Heights and above all on the Lebanese border.

I learned all of the above thanks to an article in Haaretz in
2006. It was written by Danny Rubenstein, a journalist who, as
a young soldier in the 1967 war, belonged to the unit that pen-
etrated into the palace (then on the Jordanian side) and placed
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it under Israeli control.}* The occasion for his article so many
years later was the adding of three names on the commemora-
tive plaque in front of the palace: the names of three UN sol-
diers who had just been killed by Israeli fire in the Lebanese
War of 2006. The original first name on the plaque was that of
Fokke Bernadotte, the UN representative who was killed by an
Israeli terrorist attack in 1948. This was the same Bernadotte
who had organized the “white bus” transport of Auschwitz sur-
vivors to Sweden in 1945. Descendants of those survivors now
form the core of the Swedish Jewish community. Déja vu all
over again, Rubinstein seems to be saying. As a left-wing jour-
nalist he referred to Israel as an “apartheid state” in 2007 and
was promptly disinvited from speaking at a meeting of the Brit-
ish Zionist Federation. When asked to make public apologies,
he refused to recant, claiming that the term was banal and fre-
quently used inside the Haaretz newsroom.!® While reading
about this skirmish I think of India, which has chosen to sell
itself to the world with an ad campaign as “Incredible India.”
Isracl should do the same, but under the title “Paradoxical Is-
rael,” for its own citizens are the harshest and most efficient crit-
ics of the state.

But let us return to East Talpiot, for the Hill of Evil Counsel
has its own historical pendant, which could be called the ulti-
mate place of Western nonmemory. It was in East Talpiot in
1980, during the construction of a new building, that workers
found a stone mausoleum containing an ossuary on which were
written the names of Jesus’s entire family, including his own as
the “son of Joseph.” News of the excavation was made public
only in 1996, surely because the nature of the findings was
potentially explosive, particularly with respect to the Christian
theology of the empty tomb. Since then there have been non-
stop clashes of opinion over the tomb and the ossuary. A film
was made and even a scientific conference was held to elucidate
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the subject further.!® But the controversy continues, centering
on the statistical probability of having all the Jesus family names
appear on one single ossuary, on whether the carved letters or
the patina that covered them were more recent additions, to
finally focus on the role played by an Israeli collector, Oded
Golan, with respect to the media announcements.!” Scientific
experts, archeologists, the Israeli antiquities division, world me-
dia, Jewish and Christian experts of the period, have all paraded
at one time or another in front of Israeli courts in what is des-
tined to remain a murky and perhaps unsolvable issue at the very
heart of Jewish—Christian relations in the Western world.

One can easily understand why Jews and Christians would
rather forget this controversial place of memory and let matters
be. The former would rather not open useless polemics with their
younger Christian brothers. The latter would rather not have to
confront a historical challenge to their theological interpreta-
tions. Only the Muslims could take the Talpiot tomb in stride as
a place of memory, because Islam recognizes Jesus as a prophet.
But there are no longer any Arab Muslims left in East Talpiot.
Besides, the tomb is apparently sealed oft and inaccessible to
visitors.

By 1972 the new necighborhood of East Talpiot where the
tomb was discovered had been turned into a modern Jerusalem
residential district for Israelis, built up as one of the very first
Jewish settlements outside the Green Line, to the point that no
one seems to remember that it once lay on the other side before
1967. More than a decade ago, I had gone to visit an elderly
scholar who was a specialist of Jewish life in Eastern Europe
before the Holocaust. Born in Poland well before the war, he
was a very religious man and lived with his wife in a small, spar-
tan apartment in East Talpiot. I had asked him upon arriving
whether the “East” in “East Talpiot” meant that he was living on
the other side of the Green Line. I can still remember his look of
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surprise at my question. After a long silence he replied, “I sup-
pose so,” with exactly the same tone in his voice of someone
living in New York City or around Mac6n in France being asked
whether his house was situated on land that had once belonged
to the Indians or Vercingetorix’s tribe.

The biblical past in Jerusalem is visibly more pertinent and
controversial than the most recent postwar past. With East Tal-
piot as an example, then, the new Jewish settlements around
Jerusalem can simply go about blotting out the Arab past. My
friend is convinced that Jewish urban pressure will win the up-
per hand over the Palestinian Arabs and their desire to remain
inside the separation wall. So I am not surprised when he tells
me: “We must hang on for two or three generations longer, at-
ter which #hey will understand that we are here to stay.” But I
tell myself that the Arabs who are taking Israeli citizenship surely
have the same idea in mind. They too intend to “hang on”: Tro-
jan horses for a Trojan War that may or may not take place?

And almost as if he had read my thoughts, my interlocutor
has already begun his own self-criticism. For one must always
factor in the uncanny ability of most Israelis to juggle with what
others would simply consider a schizophrenic pluralist language
and outlook. He then begins to present his own doubts: yes,
the Israelis were able to successfully encircle the Arabs of Jeru-
salem, but then he adds, with an ironic twinkle in his eyes, that
nothing can prevent the same Arabs from encircling the Israclis.
Before concluding: “We are engaged in a massive life-size game
of Go.”

The previous week, Bashir el Assad, Syria’s embattled presi-
dent, probably trying to get the spotlight off of his own crimes,
had just unleashed a group of young Palestinians who rushed,
unarmed, toward the barbed wire border on the Golan. The
Israeli army, caught by surprise, fired at the surging crowd, kill-
ing several demonstrators. The secret nightmare of all Israelis
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and a new playing level in the life-size game of Go had just
begun.

Suddenly, as we left East Talpiot, we were back inside an Is-
rael that deeply wanted to move elsewhere. The man who is at
once ultraorthodox but also exceptionally tolerant toward all
others (while ensuring that his children lead strictly observant
lives), an engineer and a Talmudist, a policy analyst and a Kab-
balist, can think of his country’s future, both in hope and in
fear, not through the holy texts that he reveres, but only in
terms of a strategic game from China.



a

IN THE EYE OF THE STORM

The man is seated behind the counter of his pottery shop read-
ing a newspaper. There is not a customer in sight. He welcomes
us with open arms, for he knows the British Jewish friend with
whom I have come. She has been buying his pottery for many
years for her secondary residence a few minutes away by foot in
Mishkenot Sha’ananim, the first village founded outside the
city walls by Moses Montefiore in the 1860s. We are inside the
Armenian Quarter of the Old City, and the man is the heir to
one of the most important pottery companies of Jerusalem,
whose old kilns still are to be found behind his shop. He sells
beautiful works of art with delicate geometrical and floral mo-
tifs painted in colors that are both subtle and luminous. But
there are no customers.

The street and the little square where his shop is located are
empty. He explains that this is all the fault of the municipal
authorities, and he does so with a philosophical gesture of resig-
nation behind which one can still feel all the anger. The mayor has
changed all the signs at the Jaffa Gate so that they direct tourists
straight to the Kotel, the Hebrew term for the Wailing Wall,
where Jews gather to pray at the foot of the Temple Mount. As a
result, our shopkeeper tells us, no one walks by his little square
anymore, for it is not on the way. He shakes his head and adds:
“Even the Armenians!” There is not a trace of historical revi-
sionism in this sweet and calm man with beautiful light-green
eyes and a trimmed mustache. Unlike many Muslims, he does
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not deny the historical existence of the Jewish Temple on the
Mount. He is melancholic and resigned to the new order of
things in a city whose historical contours are changing rapidly.
To adapt, his family has opened another boutique on the other
side of the Christian Quarter.

I listen to him with great interest. Just two hours earlier I
had been given my “lesson from East Talpiot,” and I realize that
the nice Armenian constitutes the collateral damage of a project
intended above all to marginalize the Arabs in the Old City. I
think back to Teddy Kollek, the first mayor of reunited Jerusalem
after the 1967 war, who was a much admired personality around
the world. In June 2011, the 100th anniversary of his birth was
celebrated with an exhibit inside Mishkenot Sha’ananim’s cul-
tural center, financed in part by the German Konrad Adenauer
Foundation, which uses the center for its conferences. Inside
the exhibit hall, Teddy Kollek’s charismatic personality is evoked
in several dozen paintings, the work of artists from around the
world who flocked to united Jerusalem during his tenure, see-
ing in it the city of hope with peace around the corner. Would
Teddy have changed the street signs? I doubt it. He was an ar-
dent believer in his city’s multicultural and multireligious com-
ponent and would not have created express itineraries just to
the Kotel. He considered it too great a privilege to get lost in
the old streets and passages of the Old City, which had been
off-limits to Israelis for nearly twenty years, to want to turn it
into a one-track town.

We leave the shopkeeper and walk past the walls of the grand
Armenian monastery, by the door of a small Armenian museum
where a sign announces that it is closed for restoration. The
sign is quite old and in several decades of walks in the Old City,
I have never seen this small museum open. Next to it one can
see pasted on the walls posters that evoke the Armenian geno-
cide (a term the Turkish state has never accepted) in the Ottoman
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Empire, with a map depicting the areas of the heaviest murders
and the numbers involved. The maps are old and the colors they
use to depict the different Armenian areas where the genocide
took place are so faded that it is impossible to distinguish any-
thing. Oblivion, despite the numerous European parliaments
that have voted on behalf of the term “genocide” to qualify the
Armenian massacres, triumphs over all else. It is as though the
bitter memories of Armenian suffering had lost their edge com-
pared to the far stronger and more recent memories of pain that
this holy (far too holy) city has come to epitomize.

The silence in the Armenian Quarter contrasts powerfully
with the noise and confusion in the adjacent Jewish neighbor-
hood, particularly on the eve of Jerusalem Day. Jerusalem’s
center at the foot of the Old City is inundated with large tourist
buses that have brought high school students from all over the
country (and not just from the settlements on the other side of
the Green Line) so that they can celebrate on the spot the an-
niversary of the city’s reunification. Each student group, wear-
ing T-shirts and caps with their school colors, walks behind a
leader who carries an Israeli flag. In front of such a human wave,
the center of the city, the new Mamilla shopping center, the
Jaffa Gate and the Jewish Quarter of the Old City, all chock-
full of youths, give the impression, seen from the air, of a vast
Seurat-like pointillist painting. The only missing color is black,
for the ultraorthodox youth are visibly absent from the celebra-
tions. The years 1948 and 1967, Israel’s key dates, are not im-
portant for them. They count their presence here in terms of
millennia, or since the eighteenth century when Eastern Euro-
pean Jews returned significantly to the Old City. The students
who throng to the city thus represent a new Israel that is at once
secular and religious, young, and patriotic, and above all proud.
They walk in the Old City as if they owned it . . . but as owners
who look down on their non-Jewish tenants from another ep-
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och who are still renting in their buildings. The pedigree, ori-
gins, and behavior of these tenants have now become factors in
their eventual eviction. For these new young Israelis, the ultra-
religious Jews, despite their differences, are integral members of
this new national unity. They display it perhaps differently, but
just as intensely.

The Jewish Quarter is in a frenzy of preparations for the big
Jerusalem Day celebration that will take place in the evening in
those very streets. Thick electrical cables are everywhere, lead-
ing to huge loudspeakers, plugged into the most sophisticated
electrical consoles, worthy of top-notch rock concerts. The ca-
tés on the path leading to the Kotel display impressive mounds
of fast-food pizzas and falafels next to piles of canned soft drinks.
The times when giants such as Coca-Cola and Pepsi did not
have branches in Israel for fear of being boycotted in the Arab
world are long gone.! All along the pedestrian path, above the old
Roman Cardo (the axis that cut through the Old City) and the
ancient portions that have been re-excavated, bakeries rival with
one another to display the most tempting cakes from the Ashke-
nazi and Sephardic traditions: poppy, apples, and white cheese
for the former; honey, almonds, and pine nuts for the latter.
Even at the Jewish level, there is no intermingling of cultures.
Each baker stands by his own tradition.

The houses that surround this main concourse are all new.
They have been rebuilt and refurbished to serve as synagogues
and Yeshivas in a quarter that was oft-limits to the Jews between
1948 and 1967. Looking at the buildings, it is difficult to imag-
ine just how biblically ancient this site is. The old Jewish Quarter
has a virtual quality to it, as if it were its own hologram, on a site
that seems far too modern to convey historical depth.

This quarter did not become modern by Jewish or Israeli de-
sign or because of any affinity with the modern style. It had to
be entirely rebuilt after 1967. At the end of the 1948 war, the
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Jordanian army and the Old City’s Arab residents immedi-
ately and deliberately destroyed all Jewish traces, including
small prayer halls dating back at least to the thirteenth century
and the Crusades. The Isracli army having been proven unable
to hold the Jewish Quarter, all the Jews who lived there had to
be evacuated. The Old City thus remained without Jews for the
first time in nearly a millennium, until the victory of 1967. The
newness of the Quarter today thus symbolizes history’s revenge
with a return of Jewish life where it had been deliberately banned.
The most important symbol of this return is the large, newly
rebuilt Hurva Synagogue (“Hurva” means destruction in He-
brew), which was inaugurated in 2010. The one that was dyna-
mited by the Jordanian army had been built in 1864 on the site
of an older one that had been built in the early eighteenth cen-
tury by highly orthodox Jews from Vilna and destroyed by
Arab creditors over unpaid debts in 1721.

It is difficult not to be moved in front of this old /new pres-
ence. The Hurva Synagogue is still a bit too shiny white even
in this refurbished quarter, but its pedigree is uncontested. It
stands on re-excavated Jewish ruins dating back to the Second
Temple. I am reminded of another rebuilt symbol, one that is
less ancient in terms of historical and theological depth. By
chance, I was in Dresden shortly after the newly rebuilt Frauen-
kirche was reinaugurated. Its beautiful white dome had been the
centerpiece of Bellotto’s classical eighteenth-century views of
the city by the Elbe. The rebuilt church thus restored the city’s
skyline to its original beauty after the city was bombed massively
by the British in 1943 and nearly destroyed. There too, one was
confronted by the same exceedingly white hue of the stones, the
same emotion of seeing a symbol reborn beyond the horrors
of war, a carefully planned horror designed to sap the morale of
the German people. . . . But here the difference with the Hurva
is crucial: the Allies who bombed Dresden were not bent on
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destroying all traces of a German presence or even their physical
existence on the spot. Both in Jerusalem and in Dresden time
will play its role, and several decades from now the new stones
will have acquired the semblance of the old, not unlike the re-
built buildings near the Royal Palace in Warsaw, which have
taken on an aged patina.

In Jerusalem, nothing is simple, however. The Old City pos-
sesses once again its three cupolas: The Dome of the Rock for
the Muslims, the Saint Sepulchre for the Christians, and the
Hurva for the Jews. In the more open societies of the Western
world, the return of the third cupola would have been welcomed
by those who worshipped in the other two, with visiting dele-
gations and good wishes in an interfaith spirit. But this is Jeru-
salem: the site where the tectonic plates of the three monothe-
isms are on a permanent collision course. The “others” did not
welcome with joy the return of the first monotheism on these
holy sites. For the Muslims, the rebuilding of the Jewish Quar-
ter and of the Hurva was perceived as one more humiliation
inside an Old City that they consider entirely theirs and there-
fore part of future Palestine. The same is true for the Christian
world as a whole, for only the Catholic Church has reformu-
lated its theology vis-a-vis the Jews to the point of having Pope
John Paul II pray at the Wailing Wall and even follow Jewish
ritual by inserting a written prayer in its cracks. The Orthodox
Christians who abound in the city have made no similar inter-
faith breakthrough. The Catholic transformation took time and
was not always easy, and no one really knows if it might not
change in a more distant future . . . changing for reasons that
may be linked as much to Israel’s own behavior in these neuralgic
streets and alleys as to any possible resurfacing of the old Chris-
tian anti-Judaism. The city is a treasure trove of lessons in mod-
esty for all of those who seek to appropriate it and interpret it in
function of their own theology. Alas, no one in Jerusalem—past
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or present—however, has ever learned from the lessons of the
past, seized as they are by the fever of certainty that seems to
prevail in this transcendental spot.

During the writing of this chapter, I happened to be reading
from a book I found in a Normandy flea market, with a very
timely French title, Terre promise et Palestine moderne, “The
Promised Land and Modern Palestine.” Its author, a Hector
Hoornaert, was a Belgian canon from Bruges and in his book
he describes (in French, the only language of culture in Belgium
at the time) his pilgrimage to the Holy Land with a group of
French-speaking pilgrims during Easter week of 1912. Exactly
100 years have elapsed, and I am the very first person to be
reading this particular copy of the book, since I have to cut open
the still-bound pages. The noise they make under the pressure
of the paper-cutting knife, is comparable to the sounds of a little
boat’s oars as they plunge in a tranquil river. There is something
eternal and reassuring in this rhythmic sound and it adds a pre-
cious dimension to my own reflections.

I cannot resist the temptation to quote some lines from the
good canon’s book with respect to the Jews he encountered in
the Old City. He too, like me, reached the Jewish Quarter from
the Armenian side:

One sees them in the streets, bogged down by their heavy gar-
ments, often with that classic fleeing look of a suspicious Phari-
see. In the West, they are the flotsam and jetsam which re-
vamped societies cannot absorb; here their mission is to
represent faithfully their God-killing ancestors. In this fallen
city, they are the consummate incarnation of decay, and this
does not prevent them from swarming in their miserable quar-

ter, where the opprobrium of the Muslims has confined them.?

This is the historical background against which one can
measure the strength that inhabits all the young high school
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students as they parade through the Old City with their colored
T-shirts, all the vigilant soldiers and policemen who patrol the
streets, the ultraorthodox men who go about their daily lives in
these streets, often accompanied by their very young wives with
a cohort of children, women who, by excessive religious scruple,
even wear a scarf over their wigs. Israel’s determination and its
autistic single-mindedness are also responses to this deeply an-
tisemitic gaze.

Israel today, despite its claims of Zionist rebirth, remains
the haunted child of these descriptions. Two centuries of Jewish
emancipation in Europe, not to mention the Holocaust, consti-
tute little more than the batting of an eyelid in Israel’s plurimil-
lennial pedigree. A question continues to haunt me. Is Israel
today in the grip of youthful exuberance, an adult’s hubris, or
the blindness of old age? In the square where the Hurva Syna-
gogue now stands, one feels all three at once. The rest of the
world simply seems to have disappeared. Israel, much to my worry,
celebrates itself with frightening insouciance.

A bit farther down the road, and we reach the steps that lead
down to the Kotel. The crowd is increasingly dense and the mu-
sic spots ever louder: every technician seems to be testing his own
speakers in a cacophony that takes on symbolic connotations.
Below, one can see the esplanade in front of the Wailing Wall,
which is jam-packed with people. I have no desire to go down.
With my British friend, I stop in front of the charity box that an
ultrareligious Jew has placed strategically at the top of the steps.
He is asking for contributions so that youths of his ilk can de-
vote their lives to studying the Torah. Donors will receive one
of those red string bracelets supposedly endowed with Kabbal-
istic virtues, which Madonna (the American) turned into a fash-
ion icon.

We have just left an Israel celebrating somewhat ethnocentri-
cally its victory over a very long diasporic past. I have no desire
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to enter a medieval court of miracles whose closest equivalent is
to be found in Pushkar at the heart of India’s Rajasthan. Push-
kar, the holy city entirely devoted to the worship of Brahma,
became one of the very favorite spots of international hippie
culture in the 1970s. It has now become a compulsory stop for
all those young Israclis who seek to forget their own country
after their military service. In the Jewish world, there is an en-
tire industry to try to bring back to Judaism these young Israeli
Jews who are seduced by Asian spirituality in all its versions.
The Lubavitch rabbi and his wife who were brutally murdered
during the Mumbeai terrorist attacks in November 2008 were in
the city to offer a Jewish presence for all the traveling secular
Jews and Israclis in the region. There are so many wandering
about in India’s cities that in Pushkar most stores and restau-
rants carry signs in Hebrew . . . and from afar the Hebrew let-
ters bear an uncanny resemblance to their Sanskrit equivalents,
albeit in a more rigid and angular version, as if the latter had
all of a sudden developed tetanus, thereby losing their curves.
In this city of pilgrimage, the old temples of Hindi veneration
were all destroyed by the invading Muslim Moguls, who followed
the strictest variety of Islam. The Hindi temples were rebuilt in
the nineteenth century only after the decline of the Mogul Em-
pire, just in time for the arrival of yet another, the British
Empire, the same that governed Palestine under international
mandate after World War L.

We thus head back once again through the Armenian Quar-
ter and pass by the potter’s shop. He is still there, reading his
newspaper and still alone. As we leave the Jaffa Gate we are sur-
rounded by an ever thicker crowd of young people. They are ev-
erywhere, even inside the gardens of the elegant King David
Hotel. They sit in silence on the grass listening attentively to
their professors, who must be explaining Jerusalem’s long history
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and the ultimately very recent and final (to them) Jewish vic-
tory. I think back to an earlier scene I had witnessed while be-
ing driven by my ultraorthodox friend to East Talpiot. In the
crowd of youths carrying Isracli flags, one strange flag stood
out, carried by a young man in the middle of his burgundy
T-shirt high school group. It was the invented flag of a possible
future binational Israeli-Palestinian state, but with the Palestin-
ian colors in predominance. The young man was brandishing
this homemade flag with a certain vigor and it floated provoca-
tively in the air: a Palestinian flag to which had been added at
the bottom large white and blue stripes, as though someone
had cut out part of a Greek flag to create it. Was this a crazy
pastiche or an idealist statement? I assumed it was simply an act
of rebellion on the part of a teenager who was sick and tired of
being forced to prove his Israeli patriotism in a school cortege
and felt like challenging his entourage. My friend, instead,
chose to interpret this flag differently. He reached the conclu-
sion that the young man was probably a Druze coming from a
Druze high school in the north of the country. In his eyes, Is-
raelis were forever privy to the danger of having the “others” in
their midst. Suddenly the tidal wave of Israeli flags, the noise
booming out of the loudspeakers in the Old City—the entire
orchestration of such a patriotic day—appear terribly fragile.
These impressions of the Old City were reinforced three
weeks later during a second trip to Israel. The setting, the sec-
ond time around, was much calmer. The high school crowds
with their patriotic purpose were gone, replaced by tourists. I
returned to the Armenian Quarter to see whether the solitude
of the potter had been simply linked to Jerusalem Day. Three
weeks later, I find him still sitting alone with his newspaper,
with very few people in the street. The esplanade in front of the
Hurva Synagogue is full of tourists surrounded by the same
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ultraorthodox couples with their many children who go about
their business totally indifferent to all those who do not fit their
life style . . . as if a glass wall protected them.

A few steps beyond the square, I witness a very touching
scene. On the steps of one of the many Talmudic schools, twenty
fourteen- or fifteen-year-old students, dressed in the standard
black-and-white outfits and bedecked with large black hats, are
sitting on the steps with their teacher in the middle, all ostensi-
bly supervised by an older man with a flowing white beard, who
must be the school principal. They are having their end-of-year
class picture taken. Will they spend the rest of their lives in-
side Yeshiva walls? Venturing outside only to stand on the steps
leading to the Kotel to ask for money? Or will they be forced by
the pressure of Israeli political equilibriums to submit to mili-
tary service as the Tal Law that exempted them from military
service comes up for reconsideration? Nothing is clear in this
murkiest of murky areas of Israeli politics.® Two ultraorthodox
men are on duty at the top of the stairs with their basket full
of red bracelets, and they are doing quite a good job of grab-
bing potential donors. American Jewish tourists, visibly moved
by the sight of men whom they deem to be the pious equiva-
lents of their own Eastern European ancestors, give willingly
and visibly.

This time around, I clear the basket of red bracelets and head
down toward the Kotel. A few steps down I stop in a little square
where groups of tourists are eagerly taking pictures. The Wailing
Wall below is not the centerpiece of their photos. The tourists
are busy taking snapshots of a large glass cube that contains a
resplendent seven-branch menorah made of pure gold. The me-
norah is meant to be a copy of the one that stood in all glory at
the center of the Second Temple—the same menorah that ac-
companied the Jewish prisoners to Rome after the destruction
of the Second Temple and that was immortalized in the frieze



In the Eye of the Storm 71

of the Arch of Titus in the Roman Forum. A text near the me-
norah explains that it has been crafted to resemble the original
as closely as possible in terms of size, gold alloy, and weight, ac-
cording to the descriptions left by Maimonides, the great medi-
eval Talmudist scholar. The final lines of explanation reveal the
true purpose of the entire enterprise. The menorah is “worthy
of being lit in the future Temple.” And the text ends with: “May
it (the Temple) be rebuilt speedily and in our time.”

We have entered the realm of collective psychosis, for the
reconstruction of the Temple can only take place if the Dome of
the Rock, built on top of the Temple Mount by an Islam that
appropriated for itself the previous holy site, is totally destroyed.
There can be no real estate compromise.

The menorah belongs to the Temple Institute, a nongovern-
mental organization created in 1987 by non-Haredi ultrana-
tionalist religious Zionists with one purpose in mind: to reclaim
the Temple Mount from the Muslims, to rebuild the Temple
destroyed by the Romans, and to resume the old pre-rabbinical
Hebrew rituals with their animal sacrifices. To fulfill its mis-
sion, the Institute is engaged in a wide range of activities, which
are all explained on its website, www.templeinstitute.org. It is
important to visit it. It tells us the institute’s members are busily
preparing for the ancient rituals that ended when the Romans
destroyed the Temple in 70 CE, and this implies, of course,
preparing for a new caste of priests. The Institute’s workshops
have already reproduced the ceremonial outfits the priests will
wear, including the outfit of the Great Priest with its breastplate
of twelve precious stones, one for each tribe of Isracl. They have
already created the golden altar where the incense will be
burned as well as the table (made of gilded wood) where bread
is to be presented. The bronze ladle used for the hand washing
ritual, we are told, is still being designed. All of these copies,
ready for operational use, are on display in the Institute’s
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museum, where one can also find a large collection of oil paint-
ings depicting the Temple from all sides. The website specifies
that the paintings are the work of former Soviet Jews who
upon arriving in Israel painted them as a way of coming closer
to the religion of their forefathers. Clones of Andrei Rublev
in a twenty-first-century Jewish version of the great fifteenth-
century master’s icons? The aesthetic qualities of these paint-
ings invalidate any such comparison.

The only missing element (for the time being) that is holding
up the rebuilding effort is the perfectly red heifer, whose birth
will signal the beginning of the messianic times, for its ashes
were vital during the Temple Period for the purification rituals of
the priests.* Upon learning this bit of news, I suddenly remember
having read somewhere that those who adhere to this movement
are not the kind to sit around patiently waiting for these times to
arrive. They are actively using the most advanced genetic tech-
niques in order to facilitate the breeding of such a red heifer
in Israel’s own agricultural laboratories. The Mobius strip thus
unites the most archaic Judaism with the most advanced Israeli
technology.

The Institute clearly draws its largest support and most of its
activists from the American Jewish world with its powerful self-
help ethic. The whole project is presented with such an Ameri-
can spin. The menorah, the priestly garments, the ritual objects
are all referred to literally with the words Neil Armstrong used
when he became the first man to walk on the moon: “a small step
for man and a giant leap for mankind.” The institute’s ultimate
message: one should not wait passively for the messianic times,
but must actively provoke their coming.

This is no fringe movement. Its adepts all militate on behalf
of the Greater Israel that would occupy the entire West Bank,
and they are remarkably efficient in conveying their ideology.
One has to watch the three videos they have produced for their
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“Temple Esplanade Tour” under the guidance of one of their
rabbis, and, as they assert, “while scrupulously observing the
Halakhic prescriptions of not treading on the Temple’s Holy
sites.” The tour starts out with a historic review that “justifies”
future hope in the messianic times, but it does not take long for
it to turn into a lambasting of the current Israeli state for not
having the courage to kick the Muslims out of the Temple
Mount . . . and out of Israel. The arguments used in the video
are deliberately very rational and convincing in their own way:
very difficult to rebut. Besides, the Muslim authorities over the
Temple Mount are there to give them credence by their own
behavior and by their desire to destroy all traces of a previous
Jewish past: by throwing away biblical rubble, brought to the
surface when they built an underground mosque, thus reinforc-
ing the generally widely shared Muslim tenet that the Temple
never existed. The Jewish militants also underscore another very
simple fact: the Temple was the only holy Jewish site on earth,
whereas by praying toward Mecca, the Muslims clearly acknowl-
edge that the Dome of the Rock is a secondary religious shrine.
Therefore, in these Jewish eyes, priority should be given to the
Jews, the first and the only legitimate owners. It is difficult to
challenge a group whose self-proclaimed purpose is to “restore
God’s honor.”

The menorah may be the property of an extremist private
group. But unless proven otherwise, the place where it sits—
next to the steps leading to the Kotel—is a public space. We
have entered Israel’s eye of the storm: the scene of extremely
subtle balancing acts with extremely dangerous background
noises. Israel, for the vast majority of its citizens, was not cre-
ated in order to reestablish the Second Temple. But . . . the very
same seven-armed menorah is the official symbol of the State of
Israel, and significantly, the official car of the Israeli president
has only the menorah as its license plate.® The Temple group
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may not recognize the legitimacy of the State of Israel, which it
perceives as a “lay usurper which behaves like an ostrich in its
fear of offending the Muslims.”® But the state, on the other hand,
cannot deny the group’s legitimacy, if only because Israel has no
official separation of synagogue and state, and a Jew, however
extremist, still remains a Jew. As a result of this political-religious
fuzziness, the group’s exhortation to rebuild the Temple cannot
be outlawed, and thousands of Jewish tourists swallow its mes-
sage lock, stock, and barrel, deeply moved by this earnest desire
to become once again absolute masters over Israel’s holy past.
The golden menorah in its glass case has to all effects and pur-
poses become the vertical antechamber to the Wailing Wall.

The Wall: During this second trip I am finally willing to
confront it. To describe the ambiance around the Kotel, I shall
once again revert to the words of the pious canon a century ago,
despite the fact that they are imbued with Christian theology’s
anti-Judaic prejudices of the time. I do so because his words of-
fer a strange echo to the current thinking of most orthodox,
conservative, and liberal Jews today who contest the taking over
of the monumental (both in physical and in symbolic terms) site
by an ultraorthodox coterie.

After having described the physical aspect of the Wailing
Wall, which he discovered after emerging from a narrow laby-
rinth of alleys (these were destroyed by the Israeli army after
the Six Day War, precisely to allow an easier access to the Wall),
the nice canon has difficulty understanding what he sees before
him. We are in 1912, the Jewish presence in Jerusalem is grow-
ing in what is commonly referred to as the “Yishuv” (the term
used to define organized Zionist Jewish settlement in the last
years of the Ottoman Empire and during the British Mandate).
But the canon knows nothing about these early Zionists, and
this explains his surprise upon seeing what he defines as “Euro-
pean” Jews on the spot:
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They now carry out their cult (in front of the Wall) and turn to
it, as though it were a silent divinity, to whom they offer the
perpetual sacrifice of their sorrowful gestures and of their tears.
It is a spectacle which one contemplates at first with stupor,

without understanding any of it, since it is so unexpected.
And he continues:

Their clothing bears no connection to the miserable housing
nearby; they have the decency to wear clothing which befits a
religious moment. Shawls with colored stripes cover their out-
fits, and among the men wearing the caftan, one can spot many

who wear European clothes.
Adding:

They consider the Wall to be a living Being; they kiss it with
loving gestures as though carried away by a painful and timeless
meditation going back to vanished centuries. Others, who are
less passive, after having dried away their tears, bang their heads
against the insensitive granite, as if to blame it for its inaction,

while exhorting the accomplishment of the texts they proffer.
To conclude:

There is nothing feigned or inappropriate in their attitude.
These Jews stubbornly attach their lives to the promises of Is-
racl’s prophets. For them the Letter has killed the Spirit: in our
eyes they resemble condemned men who are trying to expiate

their crimes.”

For the canon, given his Christian faith of one hundred years
ago, the Jews are wrong of course. Israel’s prophets had pre-
dicted Jesus’s arrival as the Messiah, and in their guilty stub-
bornness the Jews refused to acknowledge him; they thus con-
tinue to pray in front of the Wall as though it were a silent
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divinity. The reference to Abraham’s idols is obvious. And the
canon finishes off with a perfectly Christian reflection, before
the Catholic Church embarked in its post—Vatican IT Coperni-
can Revolution, reinforced by the Holocaust commemorations
with respect to the Jews, now considered to be the Church’s
“elder brothers™:

This Wall is a human artifact and these Jews do not understand
that what they ask of it has already been granted to humanity by
the Calvary. There, above us, the otherworldly Kingdom
opened, while here below, it is the Gehenna and divine justice
pushes, against a vain idol, the criminal traitors toward their Sav-

ior. Stones have replaced Christ’s heart.?

Remove from these quotes all Christian references and re-
place them with “Judaism’s spiritual and ethical values” and you
will have the gist of what leading enlightened Jewish philoso-
phers, Talmudists, and rabbis, orthodox as well as conservative
and liberal, preach today. All rise up against this worshipping of
the Wailing Wall, which is not only a human artifact as the canon
sustained, but moreover, as archeologists now believe, even a
post-Herodian construction.” For the scholars of the Shalom
Hartman Institute as well as for many philosophers such as
Moshe Halbertal, who has played a leading role in the renewal
of orthodox thought and was the co-author of the Israeli army’s
(IDF) code of ethics in war, Jewish ethics is endangered by
these Jewish “idolaters.” They venerate the old biblical lands at
the expense of the well-being of the Jews and their Palestinian
neighbors, thus renewing with the tradition of the golden
calf.!? In such a reading, the gold menorah in the glass display
and the Temple Institute are little more than a golden calf with-
out four legs. Israel’s and the Jewish world’s leading philosophi-
cal, legal, and historical experts all counter in their understand-
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ing of Judaism the old canon’s accusations that the Jews only
venerate “stones.”

Nothing, however, is simple in Israel. The activists at the
Temple Institute are also against the idolatry of the Wailing
Wall. They don’t want Jews to pray next to the Wall, which they
consider as a poor substitute for the real thing. They want them
to be able to engage in the glorious rituals that they had at the
height of their glory when they prayed in the Temple on the
Mount. To reinforce their credo, they have tacked onto the gates
leading to the praying area of the Wall a set of rules that sound
perfectly reasonable for any religious site: proper attire, no food,
and the request to speak softly. But the reasons for this request
are highly controversial because they seem to defy the entire Tal-
mudic tradition. The Shekinah, the Hebrew term for the light
that accompanies the divine presence, according to these guard-
ians of the Temple (in the literal sense of the term), is still znside
the Temple Mount. The Talmud instead, as the guidebook of
the Jews in exile, had transformed this idea, valid until the de-
struction of the Second Temple, into a far deeper symbolical
notion. The Shekinah thereafter was to be found wherever the
Jewish people came together in collective prayer and was deemed
to follow them throughout their peregrinations.

The implications of this rift are portentous. If the Shekinah
is still trapped inside the Temple Mount, then it is the duty of
the Jewish people to liberate it (just as in the fairy tales or in
Mozart’s operas) by surging forward against the Muslim pres-
ence. If the Shekinah accompanies instead the Jewish people
wherever they may reside, then it can shine forth peacefully
from inside the Green Line and even from within the Diaspora.
Unfortunately, there is no way to solve these tensions through
any rational or logical debate. Nor can they be calmed politi-
cally, given Israel’s ambiguous definition as the Jewish state.
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One has thus entered an entirely different space/time, one that is
no longer cybernetic or even symbolical, but quite literally down
to earth, an earth sanctified one stone at a time.

A metal detector and a screening machine separate the Jewish
Quarter from the Muslim Quarter in the Old City. Significantly,
it works only one way. The Palestinians cannot stop any Jew
who might appear suspicious in their eyes. The numbers of such
Jews never cease to grow, given the actions of a powerful move-
ment bent on reclaiming old Jewish houses in the Muslim Quar-
ter. Some of these houses do indeed bear Jewish inscriptions
(such as stars of David) on their exterior stone walls, and may
have served in the past (but how old a past?) as places of prayer or
community rooms when all of Jerusalem fit into the Old City.
But by walking in the narrow streets, one notices young ultraor-
thodox women with strollers coming out of houses that seem
to contain no visible sign of previous Jewish life. They walk by,
unperturbed by the silent gaze of their Arab neighbors, because
they are convinced of the religious sanctity of their reconquista.
They simply don’t see the Arabs in whose midst they have set-
tled, for in their eyes these men and women are just the latest
incarnation of all those “others” who have always hated and
who continue to hate Israel, the land and the people.

These streets have come to resemble an ancient arena where
Isracli and Arab gladiators (the former extremists, the latter
helped by Israeli human rights organizations) fight each other
through opposing epochs and trajectories. We have entered an-
other spatial and temporal dimension, one totally impermeable
to the terrestrial diplomacy and geopolitical equilibriums of our
time. The third presence in these contested streets is Christian.
But the pilgrims who enter this arena in search of their own
holy sites along the Via Dolorosa look like startled witnesses
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overwhelmed by the intensity of the struggle between the Abra-
hamic faiths’ first and third child.

The combat of these ultraorthodox extremists is frightening,
for it endangers Israel’s future and that of the entire region, but
it is not entirely incomprehensible. Who could have ever imag-
ined that the Jewish people would settle again in their land of
origin? That the Kotel would become, for better and worse, that
place of spiritual encounter where even a pope would make a
pilgrimage? That the danger that floats above the Jewish Quar-
ter of the Old City is not decay and oblivion, as the canon
seemed to think a century ago, but the blinding of a triumphant
hubris? I return to the canon’s words, not because of the intel-
lectual depth of his thinking, but for the illusions he had con-
cerning a Christian reconquest of the Holy Land. May they serve
as a warning;:

The Christian armies of the Middle Ages for having relied far
too much on human means, lost an ephemeral kingdom: nowa-
days, slowly but surely, love for Christ the Redeemer is building

another.!!

And the canon furnishes as proof the growing presence of
religious orders throughout the Holy Land and their good
works toward the local Arab populations, to conclude, this time,
“Christ is reborn where he had died”:

Jerusalem has kept its old aspects, but its history had entered a
new era. On its soil, new pacific Crusaders have established their
camp; they do not want to take anything, from the city but to
give it all they have, in the name of Christ, by offering the city

true religious life and the civilization which accompanies it.'?

This “new period” ended less than forty years later. Reading
these lines, I remember the sight of an Italian Dominican priest,
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speaking sotto voce on his mobile phone, alone like a minus-
cule white dot in the midst of all the ultraorthodox Black Jews
at the Kotel celebrating their victory over history and the tri-
umph of their memory . . . but with on the other side of the
metal detector an entire Arab Quarter laboring its own field of
memory. Whoever meditates on the history of Jerusalem can
only suspend judgment over any predictions concerning its fu-
ture, for it runs on its own highly special time. For rosy futures,
it is best to seek comfort in technology’s prowess.



5

ROOTED UTOPIAS

One figure says it all. Israel has more companies listed on the
NASDAQ), the high-tech stock market, than all of Europe.
Everything else is only commentary.!

The kibbutz and the army were the two traditional pillars
of historic Israel’s scientific research establishment, founded by
Zionist immigrants from Europe. Their very real but also sym-
bolic weight still conditions the two major axes of Israel’s scien-
tific miracle: agricultural research and technological innovation
linked to Israel’s military and security needs. A third axis of high
technology, however, incarnates the new Israel, the one that lives
in its own cyberspace well beyond its old borders.

Official secular Israel has just produced its own existential
“Pentateuch” (the five books that compose the Torah) to de-
scribe an Israeli scientific future worthy of the Garden of Eden.
It is a white brochure, widely distributed during the 2011 Presi-
dent’s Conference, and published by the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem to present its faculty’s scientific innovations and re-
search, which are then commercialized by Yissum, the univer-
sity’s own technological transfer company. Each chapter of this
brochure covers a different aspect of this scientific new world:
nutrition and plant research, medical and health-related innova-
tions, new technological tools, new security technology, and
progress in the realm of sustainable growth.?

One can only remain dazzled by such a display of scien-
tific creativity with global implications, whether it is in the
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agricultural realm on behalf of the poorest countries or in a
lighter vein in order to bring back perfume and taste to our fre-
quently insipid and standardized agro-industrial produce. The
security realm, meanwhile, is moving into new, ever less aggres-
sive directions, and new computer programs are transforming all
disciplines, including the most ancient, be they archeological or
literary.

Nevertheless, as I read on, these innovations, despite their
impressive scientific qualities, take on an increasingly problem-
atic aspect. The brochure is the display window Israel wishes to
present to the world: despite all the dangers it must confront, this
technological David still manages to rank among the very best
in the world in terms of research. The brochure is worth exam-
ining in greater detail but with one caveat in mind: it proves, for
better and worse, just how Israel lives and thinks of'itself as being
light-years away from its neighborhood, even—or especially—
when it seeks to interact with it. In the end one is tempted to ask
whether the country’s scientific prowess isn’t buttressing and
even reinforcing the mediocrity of its political class: by offering
policymakers palliative technical solutions with respect to the
country’s existential and political problems.

The scientific advances presented in the brochure all seem
poised to solve humanity’s problems, most often through gene-
tic breakthroughs. How can one reduce obesity in our rich de-
veloped countries? By eating even fat and sugary food at the right
moment in the chronobiological cycle when they can be absorbed
usefully in the metabolic process. Do vegetables wilt on the su-
permarket shelves of the world? One can make them keep their
fresh aspect far longer while also giving them added taste and
savor and even greater beauty, and enabling them to grow on
parched land with ever less water or even where there is only
saline water available. Moral of the story: only man’s folly pre-
vents the Horn of Africa from feeding its own.
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Are some important medicinal plants too rare or their active
molecules too difficult or too expensive to extract, with the con-
sequence that some vital medicines are too costly? No problem:
one can isolate the medicinal properties of these molecules and
inject their genes into easily accessible plants that grow far more
quickly. As a result, the tobacco plant, itself responsible for one
of humanity’s gravest ills, has redeemed itself by hosting the
genes of Artemisia annua, which provides effective treatment
against malaria. The tobacco plant has now been turned into
the equivalent of a small, constantly renewable pharmaceutical
factory capable of growing where the medicine is most needed.

The introduction of Nile perch into Lake Victoria as a crazy
commercial venture led to an ecological disaster when the fish
that used to nourish the local populations were wiped out.? No
problem. Israclis found a way of transferring their carp farm
technology to Africa by creating more resistant breeds and devel-
oping appropriate ponds where the carp can live and grow with-
out any external nutritional input. They then taught the local
peasants how to master the carp life cycle . . . and as a result
protein returned to the daily diet of Lake Victoria’s popula-
tions. The brochure does not say whether they were also given
the Eastern European Jewish recipes for gefilte fish . . .

The Jews, even during the worst moments of their diasporic
life, were always given the right to study medicine. It is there-
fore no accident that they were often court doctors. Their com-
petence was strengthened further by their social marginality,
which guaranteed that they would not participate in any court
cabals against the king. Israel inherited this long medical tradi-
tion and elevated it, thanks to its security and military needs, to
the highest levels. Mini electric canes transmitting vibrations
captured from the part of the brain that would normally have
controlled vision now allow the blind to “see” the mass and
height of objects that surround them. Nanorobots composed of
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proteins accelerating cell growth help avoid infections by heal-
ing large and deep wounds but also the smaller ones incurred
by diabetics. New fluorescent molecules injected in the body
identify and affix themselves to cancerous or arthritic cells that
they then kill oft without damaging the healthy cells nearby.
New proteins can now inhibit brain sensors modified by drug
addiction, thus fostering the hope of reducing the very high
rates of relapse. Mathematical models allow researchers to bet-
ter understand the evolution of bacteria when antibiotics are
given, so as to better control their use. Finally, satellites can be
programmed to follow patient movements before and after ma-
jor operations to compare the results and quantify their effective
daily progress.

The brochure’s leitmotiv: everything can be better under-
stood thanks to science. Biblical texts, ancient pottery shards,
medieval documents, all “speak” more clearly since they have
been scanned and digitized in ways that can reconstitute their
original content, and even help unravel obscure meanings and
shapes by proposing alternatives. Nanotechnologies can do the
same by creating “human” microchips containing all the gene-
tic information of the various human organs that can be used to
generate “human” cells to be used in pharmaceutical and der-
matological research. As a result, testing on animals is no lon-
ger necessary, all the more so that their physiological character-
istics do not fully correspond to those of human beings. These
microprocessors, furthermore, are faster and consume less en-
ergy than the older variety because they use green particles from
the world of plants.

On the security front, Israeli researchers can now recognize
in a crowd those individuals who have abnormally high stress
levels, individuals who can therefore be intercepted in a nonvio-
lent manner well before they can commit terrorist attacks or
dangerous crimes. Similarly, researchers are learning how to
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read brain waves before they are translated into the physical re-
actions that lead to verbal communication. Patients who can no
longer express themselves in a conventional manner will thus
be able to communicate differently with their entourage. And
of course such discoveries will allow doctors to identify the
nature of a coma and whether the patient still hears and can
respond. All of these discoveries make one think back to Ste-
ven Spielberg’s 2002 film Minority Report, which was based
on the hero’s ability to anticipate the future, with catastrophic
consequences.

Similarly the brochure tells us that Israeli scientists are learn-
ing (albeit still in a rudimentary manner) to predict the onset of
carthquakes and floods. Other research, perfected thanks to
the needs of the military, has allowed specialists to figure out
how to better protect the body through use of a microscopic
analysis of a bullet’s impact on different organs. Another new
system can condense all the information in a twenty-four-hour
surveillance video by displaying simultaneously every person or
vehicle and identifying them by their characteristics and exact
time of passage.

Nor has ecology been left behind. Agronomists are learning
how to recycle vegetable waste into protein food for animals,
such as olive pits for cattle, thanks to the acid-breaking proper-
ties of a fungus. New biological components also allow for far
smaller doses of pesticides to be used in fields, while ensuring
that they do not contaminate the soil’s deepest layers. Genetic
manipulation now enables researchers to “shut oft” the nefari-
ous genes of insects, thus allowing them to gather nectar and
pollen without mildewing or rotting the fruits and flowers they
touch. Other microorganisms are now capable of stabilizing
dunes to prevent further desertification. Ultrapowerful batter-
ies can now run green cars, and a new green architecture based
on solar and wind energy is transforming cities. Israel has been
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a world leader in mobile phone technology for decades, and its
researchers are now implementing a fourth generation of phones
whose 3-D applications will respond to a simple gesture of the
hand.

This long list is far from exhaustive, and it concerns only re-
search carried out at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. For the
sixtieth anniversary of the State of Israel, sixty scientific projects
had been chosen through a national competition to exemplify
the country’s scientific vitality. Most projects had benefited from
Israel’s defense technology: drones that could find wounded
soldiers in the field, and robots that could give them immediate
medical attention where no doctor could go. Cameras that could
see behind walls in order to better locate hostages or prisoners.
Artificial arms and legs capable of accomplishing the most pre-
cise and refined movements, and the reconstruction of organs
and the creation of new medicines whose efficiency was multi-
plied by the use of stem cells.

Israel, of course, is not the only country to engage in these
types of research, but given its tiny size, it is the most productive,
because it is a world leader in all of these fields. Several structural
givens help explain Israel’s position, and all of them incidentally
facilitate the country’s move into its own temporal space.

Contrary to countries with a Christian background, Israel
has not had to face the least obstacle in its genetic research. Ju-
daism thinks of man as God’s assistant in the ongoing task of
creation and considers it his duty on earth to carry it out (as
conveyed in the concept of Tikkun Olam). The Jewish world-
view thus facilitates and even encourages scientific innovation
for the improvement of life. The ultraorthodox are very inter-
ested in scientific research, particularly genetic research, whose
preventive breakthroughs allow them to intermarry while
avoiding genetic diseases prevalent in their communities. At a
more universal level, Israel’s climate and its agricultural condi-
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tions have pushed the country to find appropriate scientific so-
lutions that are also highly relevant for the poorest countries on
earth. This type of research follows up on the tradition of the
young (and poor) newly born state of Israel that at the onset
thought of itself as belonging to the group of postcolonial non-
aligned nations formed in the 1950s in Bandung (by countries
such as India and Indonesia), before Israel was expelled from its
ranks. Contrary to the needs of most advanced nations, one can
say that what is good for Israel can also be good for developing
countries because they all share the same physical constraints.
Furthermore, Israel’s African projects are imbued with the
country’s ethical focusing on the sanctity of life. This is not nec-
essarily the case for China’s projects in Africa, which are uniquely
focused on China’s own economic and cultural interests.

On the other hand, Israel, by turning toward the developing
world or that of emerging societies, especially in non-Christian
Asia, is not really coming any closer to its Arab or Muslim neigh-
bors. Research on the consequences of desertification in its
neighborhood reveal that the Isracli-Egyptian border is highly
visible from satellite photos: the land on the Israeli side is dark
and fertile, whereas the land on the Egyptian side is quite pale,
stark proof that it has been overgrazed. There are even unin-
tended moments of pure irony in the brochure’s projects when
one can read about transborder pollution in the Middle East in
the following terms:

Previous studies indicated that 23% of the year, air masses arrive
in Israel from Saudi Arabia, Jordan and North Africa, mainly
during transitional seasons and often containing desert dust.
For 66% of the time, air masses come from Western and Eastern
Europe, the latter related to the synoptic situation of the low
pressure Persian system, which exists in Israel for most of the

summer months.*
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And the researcher goes on to affirm that in the summer 50
to 70 percent of all particles emanating from aerosols found
in Israel’s atmosphere come from Eastern Europe. It is difficult
not to read these phrases in a metaphorical manner. All the rel-
evant geographic references for Israel’s identity and fears are
there: the country’s East European origins, its North African
migrations, and its biggest threat, the “Persian system,” which
in this case is not really “low pressure.”

After I finished reading the impressive list of Israeli scientific
achievements, I was seized by a metaphysical doubt. What if
these achievements, rather than helping Israel, had instead ag-
gravated its regional standing and even its position in the world?
The problems Israel must solve are of a political and social na-
ture. No scientific miracles can solve them, because they belong
to an entirely different order where progress is measured in terms
of humanistic willpower rather than technical feats.

One would be tempted to say that the country that created
mini electrical canes so that the blind can “see” the mass and
volume of objects before them should have produced a few
more models of a geopolitical nature that would allow Israel to
“see” the obstacles that surround it and that the country contin-
ues to ignore as if the Palestinians could continue to accept the
status quo indefinitely. Fantastic robot cameras allow Israelis to
localize hostages or terrorists even behind very thick walls? The
same cameras might enable the religious extremists to one day
see what hidden spaces still lie inside the Temple Mount, even
if they may not find the trapped Shekinah inside according to
the fundamentalists of the Temple Institute. But the same cam-
eras do not allow Israelis to see the chaos that the building of
the separation barrier created in the lives of Palestinian families
whose villages were cut off from their lands, effectively making
an entire people the hostages of its extremists (unless the con-
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struction was deliberately designed to push the villagers toward
Ramallah).

One has the feeling that Israel in trying to separate itself
from its neighbors has used them as so many vaulting poles with
which to catapult itself into a peaceful because distant global-
ization. The army and the kibbutz. by historically protecting
the country. In effect distanced it from its not so natural ecosys-
tem. And the world of high technology has only worsened the
situation.

The Matam high-tech park just outside Haifa could be literally
anywhere in the world. Its buildings have the same neutral as-
pect of all modern business offices: functional, air conditioned,
with internal security, surely endowed with their own generators
in case of electric cutoffs, with built-in gyms, cafeterias, and
open-space offices to facilitate creative dialogue, and, I imagine
(for I have never been inside), the usual classic arsenal of green
plants for ecological reasons—unless these have been replaced
with cactuses since we are in Sabra-driven Israel (Sabra is “cac-
tus” in Hebrew as well as the name of the first generations of
Israeli-born citizens). “Silicon Wadi” in Israel, named after the
American Silicon Valley, is not its ersatz or local franchise. This
is where the new high-tech giants have set up their R&D divi-
sions. The list of those companies that avail themselves of Isra-
el’s scientific talent is long: Google, Microsoft, Intel, IBM, Ya-
hoo, Philips, Facebook, and many more soon to come. It would
be simpler to list those companies that don’t have offices in Ma-
tam, a center that was set up only five years ago. But in the world
of high technology and its start-ups, five years is the equivalent
of'a century.

As further proof of Israel’s decoupling from our own West-
ern world, the Matam center was created in 2006 in the midst
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of Israel’s second Lebanese war. At the time all foreign eyes
were riveted on the conflict between Israel and the Hezbollah,
with everyone wondering how far the Israeli army would pene-
trate inside Lebanon this time around, while also comment-
ing that the damage caused to the Lebanese villages close to the
border was quite disproportionate to the slowness and incon-
clusiveness of the tanks’ progress. Everyone, both inside Israel
and outside, seemed to agree that the Israeli army was no lon-
ger as brilliant and effective as in the past. Moreover, it was ac-
cused of using banned arms and chemicals in its warfare: phos-
phorous bombs and fragmenting bullets. Some voices from the
old Israeli left claimed that the army was less efficient because
its troops had been denatured by the police operations they had
to undertake in the occupied territories. On the Israeli side, the
attack had been provoked by the pounding of Israel’s northern
villages with ever more effective missiles in an ever widening
perimeter of action, proof that Iran was arming the Hezbollah.
The inhabitants of the Galilee were spending entire days in
their shelters and their children had been evacuated farther
south. Even Haifa seemed threatened.

I do not know whether this war changed Hezbollah’s behav-
ior or the military tactics of the Israeli army. However, it indi-
rectly produced, almost by ricochet, three masterpieces—two
films and a novel—all of which had the Lebanese war(s) in the
plural as leitmotif. Avi Folman’s Waltz with Bashir (2008),
Samuel Maoz’s Lebanon (2010), and David Grossman’s novel
To the End of the Land, whose English title does not fully evoke
the pessimism of its Hebrew original, “A woman fleeing the
announcement.”

At the heart of Grossman’s book lies the Lebanese war of
2006, a war that took the life of his officer son, Uri, and that
Grossman had criticized from the very first day. This war (with
the 1967 war and a love triangle in the background) is ever
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present in the novel, as the heroine, a soldier’s mother, leaves
her house so as not to be there should the army officers show up
to announce that her son had been killed: her departure, in
brief, is a way of conjuring fate. The two films instead evoke the
experiences lived by simple soldiers during the 1982 Leba-
nese war. Waltz with Bashir, shot as a comic book strip, does so
through a psychoanalytical account of anguished adult Israelis
who cannot remember what they experienced in their units
when they were stationed close to the Sabra and Chatila camp,
the camp in Beirut where Palestinian refugees were murdered
by Lebanese Christian militias while the Israeli army nearby
took no action. The soldiers might not remember, but they all
seem to have incorporated the horror of that moment into their
recurring nightmares, and nearly three decades later they try to
come to terms with that past. The film Lebanon ofters instead
one of the most powerful critiques of war, as seen by a mature
man who looks back on his experiences as a new army recruit
who was in the heat of the action during the first Lebanese war
but could only capture limited snippets of it through the turret
of his tank.

These three works of art each incarnate in their own way Is-
racl’s total decoupling from its neighbors, particularly when it
wages war against them. In Grossman’s novel, the entire action
takes place in the head of the mother who rethinks all of her
family life while she hikes toward Israel’s northernmost border
(thus right next to Lebanon) with the man who in reality is
her son’s biological father. The Israeli Arabs who live in the vil-
lages where the couple stops to buy food during their hike are
as absent from the story as the enemy on the other side of the
border. In this book, the Israeli pain is autistic.

This is all the more remarkable, given that David Grossman
is surely the Israeli novelist who has written most about Arab
suffering at the hands of Israelis. The circumstances of his latest
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2012 foray are worth noting in detail. In a long op-ed piece in
Haaretz, he reflects on the 2008 death by willful negligence
and indifference of a Palestinian Arab petty thief from Gaza.
The man had entered Israel illegally, stolen a car, and wounded
himself in the subsequent car crash. Hospitalized, still under
perfusion, he was turned over to the Israeli police, who when re-
fused entrance at the Gaza checkpoints by the soldiers on duty,
simply dumped the Palestinian by the wayside, in the middle of
the night, like a dog, knowing that he would die. Their tour of
duty had ended and they did not want to be burdened with this
human cargo. Grossmann’s reflection, considered by many as
his “J’Accuse” against Israel’s loss of moral conscience, was pub-
lished in a most revealing manner. Haaretz chose exceptionally
to place the op-ed piece on its front page in the Israeli edition,
but refrained altogether from publishing it in its English world
edition. Needless to say, a translation of the article into English
appeared on the Internet almost instantly.® But while Gross-
mann’s article provoked much soul-searching within a concerned
Israeli public, most Israclis were not aware that the article had
not been published in English and most foreigners were not
aware that it had appeared at all.

In Waltz with Bashir the horror of Sabra and Chatila be-
comes the backdrop for a remarkable psychoanalytical study of
forgetfulness, but neither the Lebanese nor the Palestinians
who died during that war ever emerge as protagonists. The en-
tire film is focused only on Israeli anguish. Lebanon is a master-
piece worthy of the great film classics on the nature of war. But
it has one major flaw: its title. There is not the slightest trace of
Lebanon in the film and even less so of the Lebanese popula-
tions who suffered and died during the war. One does see at
one point two or three soldiers (one of whom is not even Leba-
nese but Syrian) who seem to play the role of bad Indians in an
American Western. It came as no surprise that many Lebanese
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criticized both films and their directors for having used Leba-
non as an abstract reference that allowed them to obtain what
these critics called “a pardon through film” in a world where
those who did the invading ended up winning the Golden Lion
in Venice.® The film should have been called Israel because the
metaphor of a world shrunk to what can be seen from the nar-
row perspective of a tank turret fits perfectly Israel’s political
context today.

The Matam high-tech park in Haifa instead incarnates Israel’s
wide-angle vision, a vision so ultramodern that neither geogra-
phy nor borders seem to count any longer. Matam’s interlocutors
are global: they may live on the other side of the planet, but they
are constantly available through videoconferencing and the
Internet. It would be a mistake, however, to think of “tank tur-
ret” Israel and Matam Israel as antithetical. The two focal
lengths are complementary. While the two films and the novel,
with all of their autistic tragedy, were maturing in the minds of
their creators in the wake of the Lebanon wars, other Israelis
were going about their daily lives busy with their own material
and technological preoccupations, while still others patiently
labored at their biblical and Talmudic commentaries. In doing
so they were not on a collision course but were in effect compos-
ing Israel’s cubist man a la Picasso or Braque.

High technology has furnished the necessary perspective that
gives depth of field and meaning to Israel’s renaissance. The
“start-up” revolution has in effect replaced the kibbutz of the
distant past as Israel’s conceptual motor.

Route 2 connects Tel Aviv and Haifa and runs along the sea.
Heading north, after having left behind Tel Aviv’s suburbs, one
can see to the right some of the oldest kibbutzim in the coun-
try, whose lands still produce the fruits, vegetables, and flowers
that Israel exports in great quantities around the world. As one
comes closer to the Carmel hills, the fields are replaced by some
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of the most reputable vineyards in the country, planted by the
Rothschild family at the end of the nineteenth century. To the
left of the road one can see in rapid succession the Roman ruins
of Caesarea with its amphitheater, the ruins of an Ottoman for-
tress, and farther up a small cape with an imposing fortress,
also dating from the Ottoman era, now transformed into Isra-
el’s ultrasecret navy base. The Matam high-tech center rises a bit
farther north on the same route, not unlike a mirage on the ho-
rizon. The center incarnates continuity through rupture because
it no longer pursues the agricultural and military activities ser-
viced by Route 2.

Israel’s civil research has of course profited immensely from
the spillovers of its military research with its constant innova-
tion in the fields of communications and security. The young
Israeli entrepreneurs who dominate the start-up field practically
all possess the same elite double curriculum: study at the presti-
gious Technion of Haifa, followed by military service in the ar-
my’s ultrasecret scientific units. They have never experienced war
from inside a tank, or, for the older entreprencurs, in the units
that were posted next to Sabra and Chatila, much less those in
charge of patrolling the checkpoints surrounding the Palestinian
Authority. The start-ups have also benefited greatly from the
country’s agronomic research, driven by the need to solve the
chronic problem of water shortage and the minute size of the
country’s agricultural land.

It may come as a surprise, but in reality, the new high-tech
start-ups are much closer in nature to the old trades that pre-
vailed inside Jewish life in the Diaspora than to the technologi-
cal and agricultural models that proudly symbolized the early
years of Israel’s state building when self-sufficiency was the or-
der of the day in the 1950s and 1960s. Venture capitalists com-
ing mainly from outside Israel, from the “inferior” Diaspora,
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provided the necessary investment capital for Israel’s start-ups.
The new companies that have mushroomed throughout Israel
in the last decade all share the same characteristics: a creativity
based on the openness and the interconnections of an Internet
society that disregards all national borders; an unbeatable value-
added content that is often delocalized, based on high mobility
and with very few material ties to the physical spot where its
activities are taking place; a flexible space/time schedule that es-
chews any heavy infrastructure and any heavy bureaucratic base.

Israel’s old agronomy, the one of the much heralded orange
and avocado miracles, sang the praises of an ever deeper rooting
in the nation’s soil, whereas the military values of the young state
were all based on the notion of defendable terrestrial borders.
The new technology instead is all about mobility and flexibility,
with little, if any, anchoring in any soil or with any clear national
identity. Can this change hearken back to the Middle Ages when
the Jews, before their emancipation, incarnated these same val-
ues in the financial and commercial realm? The new start-ups
have as clients, technological global giants rather than individ-
ual consumers around the world, who still remain anchored in
their respective national settings. Does this strategic choice
echo in its own way the old Jewish tradition of dialoguing with
kings rather than with their people?” Google could certainly
qualify as a new type of king . . . and might the fear of individ-
ual consumer boycotts replicate the age-old Jewish fear of an
uncontrollable vox populi? These start-ups, by the way, have no
desire to become big companies tied down by heavy stafts and a
bureaucratic context in any given national setting, not even an
Israeli one. Those who create them sell them off once the prod-
ucts they offer are integrated inside new global technologies.
One can even wonder, within the scale of Western time, whether
the technological know-how these start-ups contain in their
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microchips isn’t today’s equivalent of those polished diamonds
that Jews in the past could carry from one country to another
in their travels or expulsions.

Looking to the future, one can imagine that given Israel’s
military high tech, Israelis could reach a moment in time when
peace with their neighbors could be possible because the state’s
terrestrial borders, so hotly disputed since its creation, might lose
all of their protective symbolism. Many already think this is the
case, but the vast majority of Israelis still want, and understand-
ably so, secure and visible borders, given the fact that any new
technological alternatives would be, by definition, top secret.
But in this context, the struggle of one part of the Israeli popu-
lation to hang on to the occupied lands of “Judea and Samaria”
no longer has much to do with security needs, and is based
only on the desire to restore and hang on to an ancient terres-
trial biblical identity.

There is no better proof of this intertwining of technological
future and biblical past than the large numbers of young, highly
orthodox entreprencurs who are perfectly capable of conjugat-
ing their economic and technological start-ups with the most
strictly observant Jewish family life, where children have no ac-
cess to television or the Internet. These young entreprencurs
can remain totally faithful to their biblical understanding of
time and space because the Internet has abolished the old In-
dustrial Revolution’s rigid categories of work hours and work-
place, proposing instead a new cybernetic fusion of the two.
The lightness of their work instruments allows them to devote
themselves to the heaviness of their religious precepts. The same
holds true for the growing number of Haredi women (but no
men, for the time being) who are encouraged to take on techni-
cal jobs in the computer realm. A fascinating example of how
Talmudic scholars keep up with technological progress: the
current intellectual and religious reflections taking place at Bar-
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Ilan University on whether Tefillin (the leather straps that con-
nect the forehead with the right arm, which orthodox men put
on to pray) should be wrapped around a cybernetic artificial
arm, or what to do if improperly harnessed brain waves acciden-
tally turn on a light on the Shabbat.® This is how Israel can rec-
oncile the Talmud with its old Zionist heritage in order to keep
the allegiance of all of'its citizens. In so doing, the old cleavages
between religious and secular camps lose all meaning. Ben-
Gurion and Rav Cook must cohabit on the Internet if Israel
wishes to hang on to its national copyright.

But what will Israel’s future be among nations and in partic-
ular in its own geographical neighborhood? The country’s nan-
otechnological sector has produced the first “nano-Bible”: The
Torah and the Koran fit onto a chip no larger than a speck of
dust. This nano-Bible was offered to Pope Benedict XVI as a
small token of interreligious friendship—even though it did not
contain the New Testament.? The contrast with those Koranic
schools in Pakistan or Afghanistan where children are taught to
recite the Koran in Arabic by heart, even though they do not
understand a word of it, is striking.

It is true that there are some start-ups in the realm of bank-
ing and health that have been set up in Haifa where young Is-
raeli Arabs with the proper technical degrees can find jobs. But
these young Arabs, who do not generally serve in the army
(which is the key national melting pot) and would not be ac-
cepted in its elite corps, cannot work in the vast majority of the
country’s high-tech start-ups.!® Therefore the few start-ups will-
ing to hire them, rather than calming their frustration, may actu-
ally increase in the long run these young Arabs’ feeling of alien-
ation toward Israeli democracy in what Tocqueville called the
revolution of expectations. I don’t know whether the Palestin-
ians on the other side will ever benefit from all of this advanced
technology in their own suggested national “start-up.” But one
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thing is clear: the Isracli government is going forward with the
construction of ever larger settlements in what were Palestinian
lands and plans to construct 2,500 new apartments in East Je-
rusalem alone.!’ Will Isracl, which uses cement to carry out
national policy, rely on its high technology to finish off the job?
For the only Palestinian state that can exist in the future will
clearly be a “nano-state.”

The Matam center physically turns its back to the Israeli hin-
terland and to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Planted practi-
cally at the edge of the sea, its gaze is resolutely turned toward
the setting sun in the West, but a sun that sets well beyond
Europe, the high-tech pygmy. One is tempted to say that Ma-
tam, in its twinning with its Californian brothers, who sit on
the other side of the San Andreas fault, also turning their backs
to the rest of the United States, is also turning its sights toward
that extreme West, which morphs seamlessly into the Far East
of the future: a future already lived as a daily reality in an Israel
that thinks of itself as an aquarium, as a bubble, and as a tent.



6

THE AQUARIUM

The summer evening has that special freshness so unique to
Jerusalem: perfect temperature, a light wind wafting the cool
air as newly planted olive and cypress trees sway gently in cho-
rus in front of the ramparts of the Old City. I am sitting at a
table in a restaurant at the heart of the new Mamilla shopping
mall: a vast pedestrian street that begins a few steps away from
Jaffa Gate and ends by the French Saint Vincent Hospice at the
beginning of Jaffa Road, the road that led to Jaffa by the sea,
well before Tel Aviv had even been conceived.

A crowd is strolling peacefully in the mall as though without
a care in the world. Entire families (even with young children in
strollers), young couples, groups of adolescents, and mature
couples are all out in the mild night, window-shopping in front
of stores that display the latest clothing fashions, summer shoes,
and trendy household objects, before stopping for an ice cream
or an American cookie. The scene could be taking place any-
where in the up-and-coming areas of the world, but paradoxi-
cally not in the United States, where the very first shopping
malls have aged, and not so gracefully. I think instead of Ban-
galore’s newest shopping mall, inaugurated more or less at the
same time as Mamilla: the same appetite for novelty, the same
youthful crowds, the same boutiques carrying global trade-
marks surrounded in the less fancy sites by smaller ones carry-
ing local labels, including a state-of-the-art huge pharmacy that
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sells generic made in Israel drugs, not unlike those made in
India, at very competitive prices. Israel, of course, is not India.
But as the summer tent movement showed, the income gap be-
tween rich and poor in Israel has reached previously unimagi-
nable levels, destroying in the process the relative egalitarianism
that used to prevail in the country. And as in India, the com-
mercial center in Jerusalem is very close to another reality: the
Arab Quarter of East Jerusalem with its eternal bazaars, its shop
sellers sitting on plastic chairs in front of piles of clothing, rugs,
silver jewels, ceramic objects, dried fruits, spices, and mountains
of watermelons.

There are young Arabs from East Jerusalem among the stroll-
ers in this open-air shopping mall. A group of young women
wearing blue jeans and the hijab, thanks to which they can be
distinguished from their Israeli Jewish peers, walk by, and one
can spot a few families, but there are no elderly. It is just the
opposite among the Jewish ultraorthodox. They too are stroll-
ing, but one sees only very young couples with their children
or mature, even elderly, adults, but no young singles. These are
still under parental control and no one wants them to compro-
mise the group’s strict principles. Were they to be spotted in a
shopping mall, their ultraorthodoxy would be questioned and
their marriage prospects would wilt. One can see these young
singles strolling in the streets of West Jerusalem, their mothers
walking in front, the young man with his large black hat and
the young girl with a dark-hued ankle-length dress a few steps
behind. These outings, I am told, are timed. The times such a
young couple can be out together can be counted on the fingers
of one hand before they must decide whether they are made for
each other. Their body language during these determining en-
counters is fascinating: they walk with a clearly visible distance
between them, and both keep their arms crossed over their
chests. In our Western world such a gesture denotes mistrust and
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unwillingness to cooperate. In their universe, it must instead
convey purity and seriousness.

The young Palestinians who have come down the ramparts
into the shopping mall are technically speaking at home, if one
takes at face value the pronouncements of Israel’s political class
with its assertion that Jerusalem will remain “united forever.”
But the presence of these young Arabs does not go entirely un-
noticed, because it jars with habits developed since the Second
Intifada when any Arab in the street bred panic for fear that he
or she might be a suicide bomber.! But on this balmy June eve-
ning their presence in the shopping center seems to confirm
what some of my Israeli friends are constantly telling me: the
“situation” is not as bad as proclaimed by those who seck to
delegitimize Israel. There can be peaceful interactions in daily
life. I notice that there has been no (visible) check before enter-
ing the garage underneath the shopping mall and no controls as
one entered the mall itself. But then again, who knows what
brand new invisible technological innovation is doing the job.
The security guard in front of the restaurant gives the impres-
sion of being far more interested in ensuring that clients get a
table outside than in checking their handbags, which he con-
templates with the same casual indifference of his Western peers.
But here, I tell myself, we are at the very heart of the problem . . .
not at its margins. Or am I once again stuck in my antiquated
geography? Should I believe what many Israelis tell me, that
things are quite different when looked at up close?

I remember that during my East Talpiot lesson three weeks
earlier, my ultraorthodox friend had mentioned the Mamilla
shopping center as problematic. I now understand his reasons
and doubly so. If the youths of East Jerusalem start coming here
regularly, they will not head out to Ramallah to strengthen their
start-up nation as my friend hopes. And if the ultraorthodox
also start coming to this mall where scantily clad young women
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stroll by, what will happen to their strict principles and above all
to their slightly antiquated Spartan stores in their neighbor-
hood of Mea Shearim? Israel would no longer be engaged in a
massive game of Go but would find itself caught up instead in
a zero-sum game devoid of all teleological meaning—but one
that, to my eyes at least, would be full of historical (and secular)
hope.

The Mamilla neighborhood today has nothing in common
with the old Arab and Jewish Quarter before 1949 where The-
odore Herzl stayed during his trip to Palestine. It also bears no
resemblance to the no-man’s-land it became after the armistice
of 1949, when on the Israeli side one always ran the danger of
being hit by Jordanian fire. As a result, this highly central neigh-
borhood sank into virtual disarray and became a place where
the poorest Jewish immigrants from North Africa settled and
opened small garages and repair shops. It took more than forty
years after the 1967 war for this neighborhood to be trans-
formed into one of the most elegant areas of a newly trendy Je-
rusalem with its lot of luxury hotels. The apartment buildings
that now dot Mamilla, with their breathtaking views of the Old
City ramparts and David’s Tower, were sold for astronomical
prices to the richest Jews of the Diaspora, who generally only
spend a few weeks a year there. Trendy world culture has taken
over what used to be the wasteland between Mamilla and the
Mishkenot Sha’ananim: a new open-air amphitheater hosts mu-
sic and opera concerts—Dame Kiri te Kanawa had just sung
there a few days before. The architects behind all of these com-
plexes had the good taste to hide the shopping mall behind a
terraced wall whose landscaped greenery offers a gentle contrast
to the violent (when one knows the history) starkness of the
Old City ramparts. As a result, one can window-shop in front of
the Tommy Hilfiger or the Rolex boutique a few steps away
from the Ottoman ramparts and right next to the Christian
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bastions our canon of a century ago praised as the peaceful in-
carnations of a new gentle crusading spirit.

I do not know how to react to this shopping mall. Its atmo-
sphere is at once extraordinary and so very normally casual. I
am torn between joy and malaise. Joy because Mamilla marks
the triumph of calm well-being where for two decades the ste-
rility of' a no-man’s-land and, more recently, the fear of terrorist
attacks had ruled—but malaise in front of so much luxury and
voluptuousness in a region best described as a powder keg, sur-
rounded by explosives. I cannot shed the feeling that Israel is
living somehow at the antipodes of its birthplace, as if the walls
of the city were no more than very beautiful theatrical decors.
In my nightmares the shopping mall could well turn out to be
nothing more than a cement mirage and this stroll amidst such
consumer pleasure the result of a frightening insouciance in front
of a tragedy that is still lurking behind the curtains.

I turn to my dinner companion, a well-known Israeli social
scientist with a European social democratic background. His
research in Israeli and Palestinian demography played a role in
Ariel Sharon’s decision to leave Gaza, for if one wanted Israel to
remain both “Jewish and democratic,” the state had to contain
far fewer Arabs. “Jewish and democratic” implies an impossible
political and philosophical squaring of the circle. Nevertheless,
it has become a mantra that conveys perfectly the aspirations of
the vast majority of Jewish Israclis. The concept has therefore
taken on a reality of its own in this peculiar land and it will be
difficult to dismantle it.

My interlocutor has become an expert on the territorial ex-
changes that would have to be made if the two-state solution is
to be implemented. He has pleaded on its behalf for many years.
He is convinced that it is urgent to carry it out now but consid-
ers it ever less likely because the political leadership does not
really want it. So, he too now spends time reflecting on the
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future of the Jewish people beyond Israel. In his Zionist youth,
he considered any Jew who did not immigrate to Israel the
equivalent of a dead leaf destined to fall oft the Jewish tree at
the slightest wind. Now instead, he has taken to thinking of the
Jewish world as a series of ever wider concentric circles of
belonging, the last of which could very well be the conversos of
Portuguese and Spanish origin whose ancestors were forced to
abandon their Jewish faith from the late fifteenth to the early
eighteenth century, and whose descendants are increasingly in-
terested in finding and retracing their Jewish roots. He smiles
when he tells me that there are probably 80 million of them
around, a nice bulwark that could protect the officially declared
Jews whose 13 million constitute, he insists, less than the statis-
tical error of the Chinese census.

The times have truly changed. In the past, those who aban-
doned their Judaism, for whatever reason, had only one goal, to
run away from it by embracing the host culture, including the
religious and cultural antisemitism of its elites. Now they are
more than eager to learn more about their past identities. Nor is
it a coincidence that my recently retired interlocutor has taken
on the responsibility of preparing the dossiers of potential can-
didates for the status of “the Righteous” of Yad Vashem, Israel’s
memorial and study center for the victims of the Holocaust.
And it is with the smile of a European connoisseur that he tells
me that the entire procedure of furnishing proof and counter-
proof of a non-Jew saving at the risk of his own life a Jew during
the Holocaust strangely resembles the Vatican’s procedure for
beatification, the first step toward canonization. In Judaism
however, the miracle is human and therefore far more rare.

Sitting in the middle of the shopping mall, I wonder whether,
in this Israel that has increasingly moved into a world of economic
well-being and individually oriented consumer lifestyles, the
reference to the Holocaust may not be gradually losing signifi-
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cance. If that were the case, then we would be living the very
last avatars of a generational moment. To return to the Mobius
strip metaphor, the Holocaust may be in the process of sinking
behind the strip’s underside, replaced by a renewed Talmudic
reading of the past, one that also eschews the essentially secular
reading of the Bible as national literature of the early years of
the state.

In the restaurant, I contemplate a young woman wearing a
hijab who has just walked in to order a latte macchiato at the bar.
Next to her an ultraorthodox couple in their fifties is reading the
menu with that stern and serious look that their indirect descen-
dants, the Puritans and the Calvinists of yore, displayed when
painted by the Dutch masters. Next to them, a cluster of youths
in T-shirts are laughing merrily at a long convivial table. The
young and lovely waitress, who speaks perfect English, comes
to our table and suggests the day’s menu, replete with its Italian
and Thai names, to which she adds a French onion soup and the
ever-present Caesar salad (why not call it Herod’s Salad here?).
We are in the midst of world food, so much so that there is no
hummus or trina on the menu, too provincial in the restaura-
teur’s trendy eyes.

The restaurant scene seems idyllic. This juxtaposition of Ar-
abs, lay, and ultraorthodox Jews makes me think of London or
Canada, two worlds that define themselves as multicultural (per-
haps, in the English case, in the past). And what if peace were to
come about in dozens of shopping malls around a macchiato? I
ask the question to my interlocutor. He smiles wanly to display
his skepticism. He tells me the country is doing too well for the
Israelis to feel the need for peace. It could only disturb a highly
pleasant status quo. And then he warns against false compari-
sons. The presence in the same public space of so many different
protagonists must not be equated with what goes on in a Euro-
pean or North American city, where the same individuals would
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be spurred to meaningful political interaction because society
and the state would not allow them as citizens to live out their
entire lives inside their own group in their respective corners.
“Here instead, we are in an aquarium,” he tells me.

All of a sudden I contemplate Jerusalem in an entirely differ-
ent manner. I see it as one of those very large and ultrasophisti-
cated aquariums with, at the bottom, many little decorative and
kitschy objects such as old stones and a few amphorae, all high-
lighted by refined lighting, not unlike the lighting that is illumi-
nating the walls of the Old City in front of our terrace. In these
waters, amply oxygenated by the outside world (one thinks of
the millions of dollars and curos that are injected in this aquar-
ium), all types and sizes of highly colored fish, each going toward
a specific destination, swim about while turning rapidly away to
avoid the others, and all of this in utter silence. My interlocutor
smiles when he sees my surprise, and then adds as a final touch:
“Itis not a very convivial metaphor, but it can work . . . provided
there are no baby piranhas in their midst.”

The silence of the aquarium was something I had already
experienced a year earlier in a conference at the University of
Haifa Law School. This city and its university are considered to
be Israel’s most multicultural spot because of their strong Is-
raeli Arab and Druze presence. And indeed, on the campus one
could see quite a few Arab students—mainly young women—
virtually all wearing the hijab to underscore their identity—
walking peacefully about on their way to class or to the cafete-
ria, but always as a group and with no Israeli Jews in their midst.
When I tried to learn more about these Arab students—their
backgrounds and where they were heading in professional
terms—Dby asking some of their professors and above all their as-
sistants (I had no direct access to the students, because 1 was
participating in an international conference), I was surprised by
the vagueness of their replies. They knew very little, if anything,
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about these students they saw every day. And these students,
who except for some Druzes had no access to Israel’s military
service, would inevitably find themselves on the margins of Is-
racli society, destined to become mainly professionals for their
own Arab ilk: to each fish its own itinerary.

Yet all of my interlocutors were convinced they were partici-
pating in a highly successful multicultural experiment. They
did not realize that they were adding an extra layer of contro-
versy to a term that is rapidly losing its luster in our Western
democratic societies. I still remember the two friendly dinners
with the conference participants. The first one took place by the
Haifa port in a trendy restaurant owned by a Christian Arab
homosexual who had made it a point to turn it into an oasis of
tolerance. He welcomed us warmly but with an elliptical speech
during which he presented the restaurant’s history as a resident
of Haifa without mentioning the word “Israel” even once.

The smile on the faces of the Druzes who welcomed us in
their restaurant high up on the hills behind Haifa were just as
tourist inclined, only even more enigmatic. They seemed to be
wearing the same masks as the restaurateurs of Abu Gosh in the
past with the Saturday tourists from Jerusalem. They made me
think of the coldness with which Druze dignitaries who had
been invited to the very first Presidential Conference in Jerusa-
lem in 2008, the year of Israel’s sixtieth anniversary, reacted to
President George Bush’s “200 Percent Behind Israel” speech. A
caricaturist on the spot would have drawn them as so many sta-
lagmites patiently waiting to meet up with their Lebanese Druze
brothers/stalactites in a time frame that bore no relation to our
Western journalistic or even historical time.

I try to come back to my senses. Here in the aquarium I am
surely going nowhere with my European and American refer-
ences. I should start all over again. Maybe one should be think-
ing of Israel as a posthumous splinter of the old Ottoman
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Empire, one that allows its ethnic non-Jewish populations to
live somewhat honorable and free lives, even if they remain par-
allel to mainstream society. The rule of law in such a context
does not include the basic building block of democratic plural-
ism: full equality of all citizens. The famous elderly Israeli po-
litical scientist Shlomo Avineri always stressed that Israel was
“of” Europe but not “in” Europe. As a member of the old Zi-
onist social-democratic camp, he defined Israel’s distancing in
geocultural, not political, terms, given the fact that Israel lived
in a geographical context where many of its neighbors sought
its destruction, but as far as democratic principles went, Avineri
remained squarely in the Western camp. But since 2000, ac-
cording to some left-wing researchers, the Isracli-Palestinian
conflict has been transformed. It is no longer centered on terri-
torial issues linked to borders but increasingly on what can be
called ethnic borders. This change has affected the very nature
of Israel’s pluralist democracy and its rule of law.?

Nowadays perhaps a new coherence is in order. If Isracl moves
toward Asia, then, there is no point measuring its political per-
formance with our Western values. Besides, its full-fledged pro-
portionally representative system, a last poisoned gift of Po-
land’s interwar heritage, bears no relation to Europe’s system
of politically corrected majorities designed to avoid all extremes.
Nor do we have in Europe parties with ultrareligious agendas.
So it is necessary to change orientation. The aquarium can be
a dream model for many of the globe’s emerging nations. It
would be an unexpected paradise for all those ethnic or reli-
gious dissidents in authoritarian countries, such as Russia and
China, or in search of a bit more freedom, as in Thailand or
Burma. Populations there would all love to be swimming in
aquariums without piranhas and where the bigger fish would
contemplate them with indifference. Israel, in its move, could
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thus become the teacher of such an Asian classroom—provided
it remains faithful to the rule of law principles and fulfills the
expectations of its tent movement, while also taking into ac-
count the far more complex needs of its Arab citizens. Might
the Indian model of pacifist struggle prove useful to the latter?
There is a definite Gandhian perfume in the air among many
Palestinians who are fighting to keep their lands, according to
an Israeli activist.® He spends a lot of time in the Palestinian ol-
ive groves in the Hebron area defending the workers who try to
take care of their trees or seek access to their wells. His purpose:
to prevent by his presence the armed settlers from shooting at
the Palestinians. These armed Israelis refuse to call themselves
“settlers” because they consider themselves as Israel’s pioneer
front line in the battle to reconquer legitimate lands that, ac-
cording to the Bible, belong to Israel. And it is no accident that
this activist is one of the world’s leading specialists on India.
With the activists by their sides, the Palestinian workers are
no longer easy targets for settler fire, for the latter do not want
to get negative publicity for their movement by shooting at an
Israeli. It is the army that has the dirty job of retaliating against
these Israeli citizens who dare to combat the settlers. These
peaceful protesters are routinely charged for having “trespassed
in a military security zone.” And the perimeter of this so-called
zone is quite flexible depending on the situation, whereas the
settlers are nearly never disturbed or arrested. I realize that my
interlocutor speaks of the Israeli army the way an Indian would
have spoken before independence of the British army. But with
a major difference: it is /is army, the one in which he also served
when he was younger. I ask him whether his movement is suc-
ceeding. He looks at me calmly before telling me that he does
what he can to help the laborers who are the victims of history.
He does not harbor many illusions, but at least he is at peace
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with his conscience. And he finds some hope in the new nonvi-
olent methods that are gaining favor within the Palestinian
Authority.*

One can ask whether these new nonviolent methods will not
slowly change the Israeli landscape both internally with the tent
movement and externally with the Palestinian marches. But these
manifestations do not seem to have stopped the authoritarian
currents in the government, which have found their spokesman
in Avigdor Lieberman, the current minister of foreign aftairs and
the chairman of the nationalist party, Yisrael Beitenou, whose
members, many from the former Soviet Union, seem to adhere
to the classical conservative American line: “My country, love it
or leave it.” They have even submitted a bill in the Israeli Parlia-
ment to require a loyalty oath from all of Israel’s citizens, above
all the Arab population.® As a result, other Palestinian voices
are beginning to rise against what they perceive as a pernicious
climate of soft “normalization” without any real burning issue
ever being addressed, much less solved, in the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.®

As I'sit in the restaurant with a breathtaking view of one of the
most beautiful places on earth, I cannot help but wonder just
how watertight this Israeli aquarium is. And I understand why
the vast majority of Israel’s non-ultraorthodox youths live on a
day-by-day basis and dream of taking long exotic trips once
their army service is over. They are fish, who would like to
swim, if only once, in natural waters. I also understand the title
of Etgar Keret and Shira Gefte’s film, The Jellyfish, which won
the Golden Camera Award in Cannes in 2007. The film depicts
the drab lives of three Tel Aviv women, one of whom is Filipino,
as they go about their jobs and their family lives. These women
one day meet a mysterious little girl who has just come out of
the sea and who will return just as mysteriously and as silently
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into the sea at the end of the film. Aquariums do not have
jellyfish—those gelatinous invertebrates that sting, and can even
kill, belong to the sea’s deep currents. Out there in the great open
spaces lurk natural dangers that Israel, accustomed above all to
human dangers, has never had to confront.

Can one live daily in a world where one has to constantly
square circles? Geometry is a severe and thankless discipline that
can be studied only in small quantities. When it becomes an ex-
istential discipline, its curves and angles can prove suffocating.
True, some problems have no solutions. Many Isracelis ask with
only a slightly provocative tone why one has to find at all costs
a solution to the Israel-Palestinian conflict, and they point to
Cyprus, which remains divided to this day and with no solution
in sight. True. But in places that are also palimpsests, the strug-
gle between competing memories becomes ever fiercer with
time and turns into an emotional knot whose political repercus-
sions can explode at any moment.

The Old City of Jerusalem intra muros is such a place. The
piranhas have already come and gone, but they can always re-
turn, and I do not know whether the young Palestinian woman
with her hijab who came down to the shopping mall from the
‘other side’ to order her macchiato incarnates an exceptional
moment or is the first harbinger of a calm future.
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THE BUBBLE

The sushi restaurant is on an esplanade between two impressive
ultramodern towers in the ancient freight depot area of Tel
Aviv. Different types of Asian colored fish swim in the aquar-
ium, the restaurant’s most important decoration. The human
aquarium is to be found sitting at the tables. Tel Aviv is no lon-
ger the young secular city whose first century was celebrated in
2009, the antithesis to eternally pious Jerusalem. Bnei Brak, the
ultrareligious satellite city, home of the sages one still reads
during the Passover ritual, is nearby, and besides the city already
had a highly observant religious population, before the exiled
German Jews gave it its modern character. Today its business
towers and its world economy increasingly attract the ultrareli-
gious from the entire world. One can spot several of them eating
their raw fish in the restaurant, either among men or as couples
sitting a bit sullenly in quasi-religious silence.

The restaurant is quite far away from the Tel Aviv University
campus, but it is the only one that will do for our small group
of academics. The respondent to my lecture is none other than
my ultraorthodox friend who gave me the “lesson from East
Talpiot,” and the Tel Aviv organizers had to find a restaurant
where he, who keeps Glatt Kosher, could eat, the simple “ko-
sher” qualification of most Israeli restaurants not being suffi-
cient for him. That is how three members of the social science
faculty of Tel Aviv University, all three ultrasecular in outlook,
managed (just about) the squaring of the circle. The chosen
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restaurant had to comply with two major constraints: financial
for the research center and religious for the respondent, and of
course both converged. Glatt Kosher restaurants are far more
expensive because the products they use require a more careful
selection and extra handling. The academics finally found a
reasonably priced restaurant that followed Glatt precepts but did
not possess the appropriate rabbinical imprimatur. Our friend,
after a telephone conversation with the chef, agreed to go there.
I asked him what had convinced him that he could eat in such a
restaurant. His reply was to the point: the chef made sure that
there was not the slightest little organism in the salads and the
vegetables. It seems that in principle, Glatt Kosher implies that
the lungs of all animals that are butchered according to religious
ritual must be free of even the slightest lesion or defect. But as
with many other injunctions in highly orthodox Judaism, in
order to ensure that the injunction is perfectly respected, the
interdictions are extended to a far larger set of rules.! Glatt pu-
rity now covers all food. I smile as I listen to my friend’s expla-
nation: ensuring that salads do not contain the smallest living
insect gives me an added argument for my feeling that Israel is
moving closer to Confucian Asia: hadn’t the Buddha forbidden
pilgrimages during the insect reproducing season, for fear that
the pilgrims might crush them during their long walks?

We sit at the table. The Tel Aviv academics barely knew the
term Glatt before the evening, and they are all contemplating my
friend with ethnological curiosity. The evening’s conversation
inevitably focuses on the misunderstandings between lay and
religious Israelis. My ultrareligious friend is convinced that the
secular camp looks upon his “black” peers with contempt. The
academics fight back: on the contrary, it is the “blacks” who shun
them. I listen to the conversation as a double ethnologist. No
one is uttering the word “tensions,” and everybody around the
table makes a special effort to underscore that they all belong
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to the same Jewish people. There is a minuet-like style to the
conversation: highly civilized exchanges that imply two steps
forward toward the other, followed by one step back. The unity
of time is dictated by the vicissitudes of Israeli life and the for-
malism comes from the gestures at the table. As my friend does
not shake women’s hands, the secular hosts had, something
quite rare for Israel, actually prepared a seating arrangement
that allowed him to sit between two men.

With the help of the Japanese food, beer, and sake, convivi-
ality finally won the day. The secular academics laughed heart-
ily when my friend explained to them, with a bit of provocation,
that they all shared the same Israeli highway but in different
cars and with different speeds, the ultraorthodox (of course in
his eyes) in a Rolls Royce, the others in compact cars, and even
in Trabants. Everyone agreed that they shared the same ulti-
mate goal and accepted the following sentence: “What counts
is that we are all heading in the same direction and want the same
thing: the well-being of the Jewish people and Israel’s survival,
the enemies being at our door.” The dinner ended by evoking a
hypothetical event (which would have been beyond the realm of
the imagination in the past, but which might occur one day): a
pacific march of one million Gaza citizens on Tel Aviv, the worst
possible scenario in the game of Go—the Chinese strategic
game based on the encircling of the enemy that my ultraortho-
dox friend had evoked during my “lesson from East Talpiot.”

Perhaps one should also welcome them peacefully, argued
not without some irony, a researcher with a poetic countenance
who clearly came from the old Argentinian extreme left. “Who
knows,” he added, “maybe after a small tour of the city, they
will go back quietly to their homes.” The other guests around
the table looked at him with fear in their eyes, as if he had sud-
denly proclaimed his intention to embrace tigers. A dinner
participant with Sephardic origins ended the conversation by
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pointing as we walked out to the towers outside while posing a
rhetorical question: “How many other miracles could Israel
have produced, if only it had not been surrounded by Arabs?”
“If only. . ..” She made it sound as though it were only a
technical detail. Tel Aviv has always lived as though protected
by a bubble. And indeed its inhabitants have often called the
city “The Bubble” because it seemed to live outside Israeli real-
ity. This is the title of Eytan Fox’s 2006 film, which describes
the lives and love affairs of gay young Israeli men, one of them
with a Palestinian, and their female friends in a trendy city seek-
ing peace with the Second Intifada and suicide bombers not
just as background but as the end of the story. Unlike Jerusa-
lem, Tel Aviv has never had to contend with an important Arab
presence, those in Jaffa being a relatively small minority with
little, if any, political weight. Jaffa has been transformed. Real
estate agents now call it “the Jaffa scene” because the promon-
tory has become one of Tel Aviv’s most elegant residential
neighborhoods, with terraced penthouses whose prices have
skyrocketed. I quote arbitrarily from one real estate ad:

You’ve Seen Nothing Yet. Top of Jaffa: In the heart of the Jaffa
scene. Immediate occupancy. 12 penthouses and roof top apart-
ments with an enormous balcony, on one level. Amazing choice,
of'size (up to 564 square meters) and of price (NIS 3.4 million).
Situated between Pisgah Garden and the famous flea market,
high up above the sea, under the brilliant blue sky, which be-
comes ignited with pink and golden fire at sunset, followed by

an evening of dazzling stars.?

Tel Aviv as a city without obstacles, capable of growing in all
directions and with the sea as oxygen, contrary to conflicting,
complex, and confined Jerusalem. Tel Aviv whose port was
transferred to Ashdod and whose old railway station served no
purpose, was able to convert the two into California fun spots:
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a Santa Monica boardwalk along the sea and a trendy and pic-
turesque neighborhood around the old railroad station, with
only the bus depot remaining as a vital connection with the rest
of the real country “out there.”

In the shadow of the new skyscrapers and of the new Israel
on the move, the old Tel Aviv of the immigrants who arrived
from the four corners of Europe is unraveling before one’s eyes.
The towers are shooting up at incredible speed, along with the
prices per square meter, which have reached vertiginous heights.
Entire neighborhoods are transformed as cranes work around
the clock, while the past vanishes. The Bauhaus “white city”
inscribed in the UNESCO patrimony of humanity is still there,
but the descendants of the German Jewish families, the Jekkes,
who built it, have either disappeared into the larger Israeli melt-
ing pot or they have come closer to Germany, whose citizenship
they have often reclaimed. Few notice the plaque in front of a
café on Rothschild Boulevard whose lines incarnate the existen-
tial strength and courage of a besieged German Jewry: “Proudly
founded in 1934.” Europe’s tragedies gave birth to the city’s
cultural life: the theater and dance of the Russian avant-gardes;
German music (minus Wagner, for a long time) and architecture;
Viennese coffechouses, Polish restaurants; and multilingual
bookstores, whose only avatars today carry Russian-language
products, but mainly videos rather than books. The progressive
European world that gave the city the lovely name “Spring
Hill” has disappeared. Its remnants now belong to a museum-
like past: one can take walking tours of the city that rose out of
the dunes, the Bauhaus buildings, the first houses where the
leaders, the bureaucrats, and the trade unions of the Jewish pre-
state kernel (the Yishuv) in British-mandated Palestine worked
and where they proclaimed Isracl’s independence in 1948.
Meanwhile the precious books, works of art, pianos, furniture,
and objects dating back to that period, which the first Russian
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and German immigrants managed to bring with them, have
now left the antique stores of Tel Aviv to resume their diasporic
journey to the houses, offices, and museums of world-class col-
lectors. The art market has witnessed more back-and-forth move-
ment than history . . . for the time being.

Today’s Tel Aviv has moved beyond all of these Old World
anchors. Emboldened by the country’s strength and by the
coming-of-age of a new “bling-bling” generation of Israelis and
world Jews who can actually pay the current real estate prices,
the city now defines itself in vertical terms, and above all by the
vast lobbies of its towers with their gaudy crystal chandeliers,
their golden doorknobs—worthy of Moscow, Dubai, or Shang-
hai. The city has now rediscovered and restored the old neigh-
borhoods to the south whose villas reflected a quaint pastiche
of neo-Ottoman, Asian, and Central European architectural
trends, at the antipodes of the German Bauhaus. Neve Tsedek,
the shabby neighborhood surrounding the old train station, has
become the place to go, with its small houses now turned into
fashionable boutiques that, as everywhere else in the elegant
consumer-driven world, now display exotic olive oils, perfumes,
massaging lotions, some collectors’ items, and the usual collec-
tion of minimalist dresses on minimalist hangers in purpose-
fully empty spaces. Here and there one can spot French-like
cafés and tea shops decorated to convey a mythical world of
grandmothers and their homemade jams and cakes, as if the
past between 1933 and 1945 no longer belonged to the Jewish
existential tragedy but now came with a nostalgic aura. The city
above all has become one of the trendiest cities in the world for
its night life and partying spirit, ranking third in the 2011 list
of “Top Ten Cities” in the Lonely Planet guide.® Even Easyjet,
the trendy European low-cost airline, now flies there.

Time moves on, and at the lower end of the city at the cross-
roads between Allenby Street and Rothschild Boulevard one
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can still spot small two-story houses with closed shutters await-
ing demolition. They are the last silent and moving witnesses of
so much hope and so much suffering and above all so much in-
dividual and family determination. Next to them one can still
see equally old small prayer halls whose paint has flaked, whose
windows are cracked and whose doors are kept shut with heavy
locks, replete with chalk graffiti. These buildings give the im-
pression of having being transported from a Shtet/in the Ukraine.
But here the ravages of time denote no ancestral hatred of the
Jews, no historical oblivion, no collective pogroms and mur-
ders. The children of the original congregants simply moved on
and built their lives elsewhere in the city or the country: echoes
of Manhattan in the 1960s when new generations of Jews left
the Lower East Side and the turn-of-the-century immigrant
Jewish memories of Orchard Street for better lives in the subur-
ban American dream.

Will the social science building at Tel Aviv University suffer
the same fate? The professor with East European origins, who
is still a fervent social democrat and such a Germanophile that
he spends his vacations in Berlin, seems to think so. He has just
written a book on Tel Aviv’s history, and he has explained to me
the origins of many of its districts, including the green and
peaceful one near the university, built, he tells me, as there are
no traces left, on the site of an ancient Arab village. I detect a
certain historical sadness in his gaze, as though Israel could
have been born, or could have at least grown, differently. But it
is he who on our way to the sushi restaurant pointed to the hills
on the horizon as if to better stress the folly of the idea: “And
over there, one day, it should become Palestinian land.” I mea-
sure the complexity of his inevitably schizophrenic gaze full of
generous sentiments on behalf of the Arab past but also of sheer
tear over the future.
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History has left its toll on his outlook just as it has in the
social science faculty and in the university. My interlocutor con-
templates with sadness the building where his institute is lo-
cated: it reeks of the fatigued modernity of the 1960s with its
narrow dysfunctional and nondescript corridors, its minute of-
fices that resemble so many cages, its small windows, the flaky
paint, the outdated Spartan metal furniture. And he compares
it all with the modernity and luminosity of the new buildings
that house the technological and computer institutes and the
law and business school faculties: they all have large bay win-
dows, vast amphitheaters, informal rest areas where students can
congregate and work together, and welcoming cafeterias. I un-
derstand that, in his eyes, what is at stake is not the architecture
but a certain existential raison d’étre. He tells me that the very
best students are no longer interested in the social sciences.
They all want to go into business. This is pretty much true ev-
erywhere, but in Israel such individual choices entail far greater
consequences. The very idea that one can improve society
through greater forms of social justice and rational planning—
which, pushed to their logical extremes, could one day also en-
compass Israel’s own Arabs and the country’s neighbors—has
become outdated, even irrelevant. Hope has shifted to science
and business, and globalization has done the rest.

The university, once the bastion of these secular Zionist
hopes, has adapted to these new horizons even in its key sym-
bolic buildings. The combined Cymbalista Synagogue and Jew-
ish Heritage Center, the work of the Swiss architect Mario Botta,
brings together under the same roof but in two separate areas,
not unlike the two sides of an open Torah scroll, Ben-Gurion’s
grandchildren with those of Rav Kook. An open and peaceful
dialogue has ensued. Even ultraorthodox Jews now feel at home
on a campus that by espousing technical and business/law
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values allows them to pursue their own often inwardly closed
religious life.

Beth Hatefutsot, formerly the Museum of the Jewish Dias-
pora, sits at the very heart of the campus. It was originally
founded as the historical depository of the Zionist ideal. Israel’s
children could learn there about their very different geographic
and historical origins while discovering the extent of their fore-
fathers’ diasporic suffering, so as to better appreciate their Is-
raeli identity. The museum has been totally refurbished and has
opened its doors in 2012 with a far less Zionist identity, as the
Museum of the Jewish People. One no longer needs to settle in
Israel to participate in the country’s movement. A Russian bil-
lionaire who ended up settling in Israel now presides over the
museum’s board of directors. And it is another Russian billion-
aire who has given the money for the university’s Institute of
European Jewry, where I gave my lecture. This billionaire is
currently the president of the European Jewish Congress, a title
that speaks wonders concerning the representative nature of the
institution, Russia not being exactly imbued with Europe’s
democratic values. But in Israel the term “Europe” refers above
all to a geographic and an economic space. The postwar Euro-
pean project, with its values of reconciliation, freedom, and
pluralist democracy, is at best a distant background noise that
exerts little influence. Europe counts so little in Israel’s plane-
tary vision that confusing “Russia” with “Europe” does not
even raise eyebrows.

The bubble that once used to protect only Tel Aviv, the bea-
con city of Israel’s secular modernity, now covers (can it really
protect?) the country as a whole. Last summer’s tent movement
did not really try to pierce it. Its activists sought merely to pro-
mote greater social justice among those who lived within its
bounds. In order to maintain cohesion among the very differ-
ent types of people inside the tent movement, no one dared to
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mention the Tartars next door. What would have been the
point? The bubble’s roof is open to the greater world. The air
circulating inside it is planetary.

And as is always the case, when there is a conciliatory or
peace-oriented mood, Arab terrorists (their origin is irrelevant)
make it a point of honor to wreck it. The terrorist attacks near
Eilat on August 18, 2011, turned most tent protesters once
again into supporters of the conservative government for whom
acts of terrorism are an unsolicited political manna falling from
the sky. Thus in periods of peace as in those of tension, the bub-
ble continues to protect the mentality of a population that seeks
to live far from the region’s madding crowd by avoiding any
local interaction.

This is how Tel Aviv, the Bubble, has slowly taken over the
entire country, thus turning it into a bubble-land, including Je-
rusalem, now happy and eager to define itself as much for its lei-
sure activities as for its religious aura. The Mamilla shopping mall
is just one example, but this desire to turn the city into a youthful
and trendy place goes well beyond. The city now organizes its
own film, dance, and opera festivals and even rock concerts.

The line was already quite long in front of the ticket office on
Jaffa Road next to the city hall on a balmy Thursday afternoon,
an hour before the concert. Behind large white screens that
blocked access to the stage, one could hear the musicians pre-
paring their instruments and testing their voices, their sounds
amplified out into the street by large loudspeakers. Youths in
“hip-hop” outfits, jeans, or hippy-like flowing robes were pa-
tiently licking ice cream, waiting to enter into the concert area.

Next to them a young ultraorthodox father was trying in
vain to put his toddler son back into his stroller, to get him out
of this scandalizing place as quickly as possible. The little boy
would not hear of it. He stood there mesmerized by the music,
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the sounds, the young women’s abundant hair, the strange
clothing, and the relative nudity of the youths waiting in line.
The young father was becoming ever more flustered and clearly
did not know how to convince the little boy. Suddenly he grabbed
his son like a parcel, strapped him in the stroller, and rushed
away from temptation with what seemed to be giant steps. How
many relevant Talmudic passages had gone through his mind
before he reached this draconian decision? Not reading the sec-
ular press, with no television at home and not listening to the
radio, how could he have known about the concert? He had
clearly taken the wrong road back to his ultraorthodox neighbor-
hood. As for the boy, clearly dazzled by the spectacle, will he one
day step out of his ultraorthodox world? He could do so without
leaving the city, for Jerusalem has stepped up its efforts to hang
on to its secular Jews by offering them some night life.

The Yellow Submarine, situated in the midst of freight de-
pots in a peripheral area of Jerusalem, is an ancestor. It was cre-
ated twenty years ago and it has become the place in Jerusalem
for rock, jazz, and soul concerts. Isracl’s best musical groups
perform there, and it also serves as an incubator for new talent,
musicians who go on to achieve fame in front of far larger audi-
ences in Tel Aviv. But “the real creativity takes place here,” says,
with a bit of a haughty tone, the director of the club, a club
whose dark atmosphere and musical vibrations could stand the
comparison with its British or American equivalents. The pub-
lic is knowledgeable, the songs part in Hebrew, part in English,
are refined, and the music reflects the coming together of many
cultures: Black, American, and Latino. One hears many different
languages spoken, and the food is global: tapas have replaced
hummus.

The evening is being held in honor of the Jerusalem Founda-
tion, which helps to finance the club, and I am the guest of
friends who are in town for the foundation’s yearly meeting.



The Bubble 123

The Jerusalem Foundation is an international philanthropic or-
ganization whose purpose is to improve and enrich the lives of
all of Jerusalem’s citizens, including the city’s Arabs. The foun-
dation’s activities are praiseworthy: it finances the city’s green
spaces, recreational centers for its poorer children, summer camps
for the handicapped, family planning and maternity centers, as
well as countless initiatives to get young Israclis and Palestin-
ians to dialogue with each other. In brief] it is still very much a
child of the Oslo peace process spirit. Its sponsors are all wealthy
Jews from the Diaspora who still believe in the peace process
and who want Jerusalem to treat all of its citizens in an equal
manner. Some members of the group have a Teutonic profile:
they are non-Jewish German philanthropists who still belong to
the generation of responsibility. I wonder whether their children
will continue this commitment, and I notice that there are no
representatives of Germany’s new (mainly former Soviet) Jewish
community. It comes as no surprise: they are mainly Jews who
refused to settle in Israel upon leaving the Soviet Union. Their
choice to move to Germany instead provoked considerable ten-
sion between Israel and the Federal Republic, until the Germans
made the Israelis understand that they simply could not refuse,
given the past, to take in Jews who sought to immigrate to their
country.

The Foundation, created one year before the 1967 victory,
supported all of Teddy Kollek’s ideals and projects for a new
reunited Jerusalem. Forty-five years later, there is something
slightly anachronistic in these old European and North Ameri-
can Jewish philanthropic elites who congregate in the lobby of
the King David Hotel. They live outside the Israeli bubble and
are no longer in tune with the country’s priorities today. Be-
cause they finance many useful projects, the national govern-
ment and Jerusalem’s City Hall let them continue their noble
pursuits. As a result, state money can be used to finance far
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more political projects such as the expansion of the settlements
around East Jerusalem. And these projects have found their ar-
dent supporters among other types of Jews in the Diaspora.
These other Jews are unconditional supporters of Benjamin
“Bibi” Netanyahu and his international Likud movement, and
they basically consider themselves as Israelis abroad. The old-
style classical Jews of yore who defined themselves as stalwart and
proud citizens of their respective countries while harboring both
deep Zionist feelings and a belief in Western universal values are
on the defensive now. The “new antisemitism” of the Arab street
as shown in Europe during the Second Intifada, the Durban
spirit, and the boycott of Israel movement have placed them in
an awkward minority position vis -a-vis hard-line Jews who are
happy to be fighting what they consider to be clear-cut and all-
pervasive enemies.

One of the members of the Jerusalem Foundation confirms
with a dose of sadness: “It is too bad the government destroys
behind the scenes all that we try to do on behalf of the Palestin-
ians in the city.” She need say no more. The Yellow Submarine
will survive, but I realize that in his presentation of its twenty
years of the club’s activity, the director never mentioned the pres-
ence of even one Isracli Arab or Palestinian group who might
conjugate rock music with the Arab musical tradition, or one
student who might have come to learn from the Beatles’ spirit.
It could very well be that young Arab voices may not wish to
express themselves with such musical sounds or do not wish to
cooperate with Israeli Jews. But I have the feeling that the “bub-
ble” is simply not large enough to encompass them and that no
one in this rock pantheon is willing to pursue the “Imagine” of
John Lennon’s song.

The bubble is closed but one can also leave it freely in order
to pierce its confined sounds. This is the role of Israel’s avant-
garde artists. Many have chosen to leave the country and settle
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in Europe. The continent may have a negligible political pres-
ence in world affairs, its economic weight may be declining, but
there is one front in which it is in the avant-garde. It has proven
capable of constantly rethinking and interrogating its multiple
pasts to produce an ever deeper and inclusive living history. Is-
rael’s politically engaged and scorched artists have been at-
tracted to this aspect of European life as they seck to rediscover
their European Jewish roots and also retrieve the idealism of
the original Zionist message. It is no coincidence that these art-
ists have little, if any, following inside Israel itself. Their mes-
sage is inaudible because it distorts all the established identity
boxes of a bubble-land.

A friend who works in one of Tel Aviv’s most important con-
temporary art galleries tells me that Israel’s millionaires prefer
to invest in works of art whose international market value is
guaranteed to grow. They are not interested in the often an-
guished or bitterly ironical existential quests of their own Israeli
artists who stand at the crossroads of past, present, and future.
They are perceived as too local and not sufficiently “bling-
bling” in their eyes in an epoch that praises to the sky the works
of Jeff Koons and other business/artists.

Yael Bartana is one of the most powerful artists in this Israeli
quest for historical meaning. Born in 1970, she now lives mainly
in Amsterdam but also in Tel Aviv and is well known for her
videos depicting Isracl’s admiration of heroic nationalism, a
kind of spiritual secularism. In her eyes, this admiration is the
other side of the coin of the long history of Jewish persecution.
In her most recent and most famous work, Bartana has chosen
to confront this nationalism head on by transferring it to the
European country that has shared Israel’s fascination with he-
roic nationalism while adding to it its own notion of “martyrol-
ogy”: Poland. The interaction between Poland and Israel is
even more shocking when one remembers that Poland was the
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home to the most important Ashkenazi Jewish past before its
tragic end in the Holocaust.

What could be more iconoclastic and provocative for an Is-
racli artist than to militate for the renaissance of a new Polish
Judaism? Bartana has done just that with her project titled And
Europe Will Be Stunned, a series of three videos describing the
fictive birth and consolidation of a “Jewish Renaissance Move-
ment in Poland” (JRMiP). This movement militates for the re-
turn of more than three million Jews to Poland in the lands of
their ancestors.* The first video, Mary Koszmary (Dreams and
Nightmares), made in 2007, features a young Polish politician
(played by an actual young left-wing Polish politician) who
makes an impassioned call in an empty stadium in Warsaw ask-
ing three million Jews to return to Poland, so as to enrich once
again a Polish people depleted by its too great homogeneity.
The second film, Mur y Wieza (Wall and Tower), made in 2009,
follows a group of young Israeli and Polish volunteers as they
build a small fortified camp, just like those built in the early
years of Jewish settlement in Palestine. Crucial detail: this camp
with its small wooden house and observation tower is being
built in Warsaw across the street from the official Polish monu-
ment commemorating the fighters of the Warsaw Ghetto. As
the camp tower is finished, the young politician arrives to bring
the movement’s flag—the Polish eagle with the Star of David as
its backdrop—to the new pioneers, who are busily studying
Polish (just as their ancestors had learned Hebrew). In the third
film, Zamach (Assassination), made in 2011, unknown culprits
assassinate the Polish politician. The film follows the official
commemoration with his widow, an Israeli, and other fictional
Israeli dignitaries in attendance. To mourn their leader, the new
Isracli-Polish people come together in front of the iconic Peo-
ple’s Palace, Stalin’s gift to the Polish people, to honor a man
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who incarnated the ideals of openness, tolerance, and creativity
based on the encounter with the “other.”

The three films Bartana shot in Warsaw are striking for their
visual esthetics, which purposefully evoke the nationalist move-
ments of the 1930s, be they Soviet or Zionist, including refer-
ences to Leni Riefenstahl’s filming of the Berlin 1936 Olym-
pics. Powerful and generous words are pronounced during the
memorial service, words meant to strike against the national
autism and the egocentric gaze of all countries trapped in their
own historical rhetoric. Bartana criticizes precisely an Israel
that has abandoned its earlier modesty to favor its own autistic
national certitudes. The last sentences of her manifesto stand
out as so many critiques to its new type of nationalism:

With one religion, we cannot listen
With one color, we cannot see

With one culture, we cannot feel
Without you we can’t even remember
Join us and Europe will be stunned.

(Jewish Renaissance Movement in Poland)®

The significance of Bartana’s work of art was further high-
lighted by the place where it was presented. Bartana’s triptych
did not constitute Israel’s official presentation at the Venice Bi-
ennale in 2011, even though Israel in the past always took pride
in promoting its avant-garde art. But in this case it refused to
host Bartana. She was instead sponsored and financed by Poland
in its Venice pavilion, the first time a foreign artist was presented
in the Polish context. Bartana’s message was equally applicable
to Poland, where the conservative camp around the surviving
Kaczynski twin perpetuates its own autistic vision built on a
frozen historical memory. By welcoming Bartana in their pavil-
ion, Poland’s current cultural elites wanted to show their desire



128 Israel Has Moved

to open up their country to the world. What better way to do so
than by daring to show a film in which a politician asks three
million Jews to come back in order to create a new type of plu-
ralist society? Bartana asks herself the question: Shouldn’t Israel
be doing the same thing? And she leaves us with an unanswered
interrogation. Does the assassination of the Polish leader mark
the end of a dream or the beginning of a movement?®

I had the chance to see the three films in Venice. Inside the
white Art Deco pavilion with “Polonia” sculpted on the fagade,
the public plunged in total darkness was transported to the very
heart of this fiction/hope. Yael Bartana has produced a great
work of art. As an almost inevitable consequence, the interna-
tional press did not mention the Polish pavilion in the stream of
articles that accompanied the Biennale’s inauguration. The topic
was too sensitive and much too complex, combining as it did a
multitude of classical references, the search for the purity of ori-
gins with which to denounce the nationalist excesses of the
present. The use of a double Polish-Israeli dialogue that went
against the clichés of both camps, and above all the reference to
the old universal values of a humanist past in the name of coex-
istence with the “other,” do not correspond to the ironical and
jaded stances of most contemporary art. By taking the move-
ment’s manifesto, the visitor became an actor/participant of a
fictional movement based on very real values.

The Isracli Pavilion was close by, and it was honoring an-
other Israeli artist, Sigalit Landau, whose work had already been
presented at the 1997 Biennale. It was difficult not to conclude
that the Isracli commissioners had chosen an artist from the
classical Zionist mold to counteract Bartana’s provocative and
destabilizing work. In an interview filmed by “Arte Biennale
You Tube 2011,” Sigalit Landau confirmed this impression, for
without ever mentioning Bartana’s name, she seemed to coun-
ter each of her fellow artist’s stands.” Landau stressed that “she
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lived in Israel,” that she had not chosen to “run away,” that she
did not like “slogans and grandiose sentences,” and that she
much preferred to work with her country’s “concrete materials™:
carth, water, and salt. And indeed, Landau had installed at the
entrance of the Israeli pavilion an elaborate system of water
pumps and pipes to underscore the importance of water in Isra-
el’s future. Inside, a fisherman’s net that had been plunged into
the Dead Sea for several days, and that had turned into a salt
statue once it had been brought back up to the surface, incar-
nated all ecological threats. Landau had pushed the nondia-
logue with Bartana one step further by exhibiting a large photo
of a pair of Israeli army boots also whitened and solidified by the
salt of the Dead Sea, and placed on a snowy beach not far from
the Polish city of Gdansk, officially to commemorate Solidarity,
Europe’s grand democratic movement. But no one was wearing
those army boots. The cut between Poles and Isracelis was meant
to be final. In order to provide some hope for the future, Sigalit
Landau in the interview evoked her next project: to build a sym-
bolic bridge over the Dead Sea between Isracl and Jordan so as
to plead for regional peace. She seemed to be unaware that her
project quite literally arched over the Palestinians of the West
Bank, excluding them from such hopes. Her work thus seemed as
autistic in its optimism and as selective in its hopes as the Presi-
dent’s Conference. Small coincidence: the Israeli Pavilion had
been inaugurated by Shimon Peres, and his official car with the
biblical menorah as unique license plate, which I had spotted on
Route 443 on my way to Jerusalem, had just deposited the presi-
dent for his trip to Italy. I am not sure that Peres with his dream
of a vast peaceful economic zone covering the entire Middle
East still incarnates today’s Israel, which is both planetary and
closed in on itself.

Paradoxically the same nostalgia for a constructive Zionist
past floated in the Biennale air, as if both artists, despite their
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very different outlooks, had intuited that Isracl had moved be-
yond its roots and its original hopes. Bartana’s provocative and
powerful work of art sought to anchor the Israel of the future in
the new values of an old Europe. Landau’s far more banal works
sought to anchor Israel instead in its transborder geographical
ecology.

Past/Future: back to Israel’s basic questionings. But behind
these two very different readings, both of which in their own way
try to pierce the Israeli bubble, one can find yet a third metaphor,
this time one that is intra-Jewish and connects Israel and the
Jewish world beyond the country’s borders. One can define this
metaphor as an annex to the bubble, but a strange annex that
would make it lose its floating quality. A bubble tied down to
the earth by a precarious anchoring. I am referring to the “tent
of the Jewish People.”



8

THE TENT

The aquarium, the bubble, and now the tent constitute a trip-
tych of Isracl’s many faces. The tent is by far the most engaging
reference, for it encompasses a population that neither lives in
the country nor is its citizen: the rest of the Jewish world. Dur-
ing the years of triumphant Zionism, the world’s Jews were
simply defined, in implicitly derogatory terms, as the Diaspora.
The term has now lost popularity in Israel’s official circles, if
only because Israel is far too present in the rest of the world,
both in terms of its economic and political interests and in
terms of the number of its citizens living abroad, to define itself
uniquely inside its own (still unclear) borders. Moreover, Israel
profits from what can be called an inverse irredentism by which
many of the world Jews have become virtual Israeli citizens by
their unflagging and enthusiastic support for every Isracli ac-
tion. Their primary concern is to support the “home country,”
albeit one with a recent political pedigree, through thick and
thin. In its own interest, Israel is thus obliged to include the Jew-
ish world in a dwelling symbolically larger than the state. Hence
the tent.

The tent is not a minor symbol in the Jewish tradition. The
Jews who left Egypt at the time of the Exodus, tradition says,
dwelled in tents during their forty years in the desert. The tent
protects and reassures while being light and ecasily transport-
able. The Festival of Sukkot, which commemorates the fall
harvest, also celebrates God’s protection of the Jews during the
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Exodus. The key symbol of this important religious holiday
is the Sukkah, technically speaking not a tent but a boothlike
open-air temporary construction covered with palm leaves in
which Jews are expected to come together for the seven (eight
outside Israel) days of the festival, to pray and to take their meals
there as a family or as members of a given Jewish community.
With the Sukkah, the pragmatic original function of the tent was
turned into a powerful symbol of human precariousness before
the elements and above all before God. By underscoring the so-
cial and economic precariousness of their occupiers, the tents set
up in the summer of 2011 in Tel Aviv were the secular equiva-
lent of this ancient tradition. When Jews refer to the “tent of
the Jewish people,” they seek to evoke a precarious context in
which Jews remain cohesive. As a result, all those Jews who are
not inside the tent will find themselves isolated and run the risk
of succumbing to outside threats.

The metaphor of the tent thus fits perfectly an Israel that is
both strong and threatened—a country that thinks of itself as
united in front of the enemy and for whom each diasporic Jew
is a soldier in its planetary combat. But therein lie the meta-
phor’s problems. How big is this tent, and should it contain all
the Jews? If not, which Jews qualify for admission? And are there
“bad” Jews who by their behavior have deliberately put them-
selves outside the tent? Last but not least, who decides the an-
swers to these crucial questions?

The room is full. The session “On Thin Ice: Criticism versus
Loyalty in Isracl-Diaspora relations” is one of the most sought-
after at the 2011 President’s Conference.! A duel at the highest
level is about to take place. On one side: Jeremy Ben-Ami, the
founder of “J Street,” the pro-Israel and pro-peace American
Jewish lobby, designed to counter the influence of the American
Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), the well-established
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lobby close to the Likud Party. J Street wants to be the platform
for the voices of all those American Jews who still consider the
universal values of a democratic society to be primordial and
who want to actively pursue a two-state solution beyond mere
rhetoric. Most J Street supporters voted for Barack Obama in
the American elections. And it is not a coincidence that George
Soros, the millionaire philanthropist, who had never previously
committed himself publicly to Jewish issues, preferring plane-
tary causes instead, has become one of ] Street’s supporters. The
Israeli situation must have become dire indeed, in his eyes, to
elicit such help. The movement has expanded beyond the United
States with the birth of ] Call in Europe. The Israel this move-
ment supports is an Israel that seeks to be a normal country
among others without any mystic-religious and idolatrous cult
of the land. A country that can imagine living peacefully with its
Palestinian neighbors: in other words, with a Jewish tent that
can be pitched in an international camping site.

On the other side: Daniel Dayan, president of the Yesha Coun-
cil, a former CEO of technological firms. Dayan is the chairman
and spokesman of a council that federates all the towns built on
the other side of the Green Line, in what remain technically
Palestinian lands. But for the Council, the Green Line no lon-
ger exists and “Judea and Samaria” are and must remain fully
Jewish lands. It is up to the Palestinians to move elsewhere, ei-
ther in Ramallah or ideally to Jordan. To facilitate the daily
lives of the settlers, Yesha has become their spokesman when it
comes to their infrastructural needs: more roads, more water,
and of course, more construction. In brief it is an ideal grass-
roots representative organization, were it not for the fact that its
blades of grass grow on non-Israeli turf.

I have referred to the encounter as a duel between two major
protagonists, but the session is actually meant to be a roundta-
ble, one in which I also participate as a European Jewish voice,
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not exactly the most powerful position in the room, since Euro-
pean Jews are perceived in such gatherings as a weak, divided,
and historically negligible presence. Two other persons com-
plete the roundtable: an American rabbi, president of the Union
of Reform Judaism, and a political scientist, and friend, raised
in a kibbutz and who has preserved intact all of the optimism of
Israel’s early years while continuing to believe that an Israeli-
Palestinian peace remains possible.? It runs in the family: she is
Amos Oz’s daughter.

The three of us in reality are little more than intellectual
extras, invited to ensure that the session did not focus only on
J Street. In vain: the public had filled the room to listen to the
man who “dared” criticize the democratically elected—as their
camp never fails to underscore—Israeli leaders, on behalf of
a peace no one really believes in. The President’s Conference
claims to address all issues, even those that are controversial. It
could have been the place where one might have debated for or
against Israel’s settlements or government policy over the Pales-
tinians, if only in East Jerusalem. No such discussion occurred,
for the simple reason that these issues are no longer debated
inside Israeli society. They have become the purview of highly
committed nongovernmental organization activists, a noble
but not representative minority, increasingly marginalized by
the “concrete” (in both senses of the term) logic of the new
settlements.

Because of the “thin ice” reference in the session title, the
founder of J Street began the session by evoking the “iceberg”
toward which the Israeli Titanic was heading if it continued its
policies toward the Palestinians. If Israel wanted to survive as a
democratic and Jewish state, it had to pursue a two-state solu-
tion as swiftly as possible. Ben-Ami felt the time had arrived for
Jews around the world to show “tough love” for Israel, by criti-
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cizing it when necessary in order to prevent it from going astray.
His words fell on deaf ears.

The spokesman for “Judea and Samaria” replied with a stroke
of genius. Ignoring Ben-Ami’s concerns, he launched himself
into a moving evocation of the Jewish tent. A tent, he under-
scored, that could even include those who criticized Israel’s po-
litical choices, provided they displayed that love of Israel that
was the cornerstone of the Jewish people.? Without such a love
for one’s fellow Jews, no criticism was valid. For the spokesman

”»

from “Judea and Samaria,” it went without saying that Judge
Goldstone, who had directed the United Nations’ enquiry into
the Israeli army’s operation Cast Lead in Gaza in 2009, was
clearly outside the tent, because his findings had helped Hamas.
J Street’s founder instead, according to Dayan, had at first be-
longed inside the tent. But Ben-Ami had lost his place inside
when he had tried to convince American congresspersons not
to follow automatically all of AIPAC’s positions, so as to give
the international community’s peace proposals a chance.
Dayan then proceeded to list all the values that had made the
Jewish people so special: love of one’s neighbor, respect for
the other, moderation in all statements, the will to remain united
against all obstacles, solidarity, and the courage to remain loyal
to one’s principles. The problem with this list was that it could
also be applied to many of the Jewish voices Dayan had defined
as being outside the tent. And that is how Dayan, a Jew of Ar-
gentine origin and who had told us before the panel that his
own brother was on the extreme left to the point of being
almost anti-Israel, took it upon himself to exclude Ben-Ami,
whose own father had been a member of the Irgun, the right-
wing Zionist terrorist group responsible for attacks against the
British during the Mandate period. It would be difficult to find
a more perfect example of the intertwined emotional complexity
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of Jewish links and pedigrees in the making of incompatible po-
litical ideologies.

Thanks to Dayan’s intervention, the road was wide open for
the rabbi to claborate on the biblical warning against “fratri-
cidal wars” in a moderate speech that did not address any politi-
cal issue. The Israeli political scientist stressed that in the Jew-
ish world had indeed come closer together, compared to when
she was growing up in a kibbutz when European and American
Jews seemed very distant relatives indeed. Now we had all be-
come cousins. My reflections on the incompatibility of the Israeli
“never again to us” and the European “never again” were not
even judged to be polemical. They were ignored in a context that
considered all “things European” as utterly irrelevant.*

Reassured and comforted by the reference to the Jewish tent,
the public, composed mainly of Israeli officials and Jewish com-
munity leaders from around the world, lashed out against Ben-
Ami with all the nuance of a crowd in a Roman circus. It was
clear from the general mood that the Diaspora had only one
purpose: to behave properly by not pronouncing any criticisms
and to follow the Israeli government’s political line. The Jewish
tent with its millennial existential pedigree had all of a sudden
become little more than a private political club with its own
admissions policies. One could no longer dissociate “Judea and
Samaria” from Green Line Israel without immediately falling
into the definitional trap not only of lacking “the love of Israel”
but, far worse, of being an “Israel-hater.” The great French po-
litical leader Georges Clemenceau, under whose rule France won
World War I, used to say that one could not pick and choose
different phases in the French Revolution. It had to be taken lock,
stock, and barrel and treated as an indivisible “bloc.” Those
who subscribe to Daniel Dayan’s definition of the Jewish tent
adhere to the same line of reasoning. Israel is also a “bloc” and
one cannot divide it into legitimate and illegitimate land with-
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out running the risk of abetting the enemies outside. Dayan’s
ukases from “Judea and Samaria,” whether as verses from a new
secular Bible or as pronouncements from a religious Committee
for Public Safety, carried the session almost unanimously, with
only a few souls left skating on thin ice.

During the summer of 2011, three events gave greater reso-
nance to this debate. Jeremy Ben-Ami published a book titled A
New Voice for Israel as a plea for J Street and the two-state solu-
tion.®> He received bitter critiques from most establishment Jews,
even those who in theory accepted the existence of a Palestinian
state. Others, more to the right, even accused Ben-Ami and J
Street of being liars and traitors to the Israeli cause.® On the Ye-
sha side, Daniel Dayan, to ensure that the tent movement not be
co-opted by those who might be “soft” on peace and dialogue,
paid a well-advertised visit to the protesters in Tel Aviv to convey
his support for the movement. He was warmly received. In
another brilliant move, he told those in the tents that he under-
stood their economic problems because young couples in “Judea
and Samaria” shared them. They too needed better and cheaper
lodgings and were suffering from the building freezes.” And he
was not being entirely untruthful when one realizes that many
residents of these contested settlements are not ultrareligious and
moved there simply because the housing was significantly cheaper.

But this type of reasoning raises another historical specter. If
the settlements in the occupied territories no longer derive their
legitimacy exclusively from the biblical “fact” that God gave
this land to His Chosen people, and if they are not really vital
for security reasons, given Isracl’s highly sophisticated military
defenses—then what other reasons can be brought to the fore?
If they exist to allow Israelis to live in better conditions with
more room at a lesser cost, this points inexorably, according to
some Israeli journalists, toward an interpretation based on the

logic of lebensraum.?
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Nor could Ben-Ami in his struggle count on the support of
Palestinians on the other side of the divide. Sari Nusseibeh, a
prestigious intellectual who has presided for years over Al Quds
University in Jerusalem, remained quite skeptical regarding J
Street’s power to change things. In his opinion there was no way
the liberal group could take on AIPAC in Washington. As a re-
sult, Ben-Ami’s book did not resound with any “new voice” but
sounded increasingly like a last call without a future. If Israel
continued to hang on to the occupied territories, according to
Nusseibeh, sooner or later the only possible outcome would be
cither a confederation or a binational state.” Either way, it would
spell the end of a Jewish and democratic state favored by the
vast majority of the Jewish people. As an interesting parallel,
one should note that Dayan’s international visibility has grown
markedly in the last year. He is now presented by some journal-
ists in the American press as a moderate “pragmatist.” And
in July 2012, the New York Times published an op-ed of his in
which he calmly announced that “Israel’s settlers are here to
stay,” effectively burying any two-state solution.!”

Israel’s most conservative political camp has thus trans-
formed the “tent of the Jewish people” into a closed setting, a
virtual bunker. What has been lost in the process is the very
essence of the biblical tent: its mobility, modesty, and fragility.

Another session of the President’s Conference drew an even
larger crowd, with people standing on the sides. Its title: “Con-
version: Who Keeps the Gate for the Jewish Nation?”!! The
stakes were even larger than the Israeli-Palestinian conflict—
and far more explosive, because they pitted different currents of
Judaism and of the Jewish State against each other. The very
reference to the “Jewish Nation” was far from neutral. Napo-
leon banned it from the French context, and the idea of Jews
becoming citizens “like everyone else” was shared thereafter by
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Western Europe and the Hapsburg Empire until the collapse of
that order after World War 1. The notion of the Jewish Nation,
however, continued to exist in Eastern Europe and in pre-
revolutionary Russia, and it was in these lands that Zionism took
off as a historical movement. The title of the roundtable gave
this concept a new life, because the “Jewish Nation” extends
well beyond Isracl’s own boundaries. In order to emigrate to
Israel and to benefit from the Law of Return, with all its atten-
dant political rights, social obligations, and economic benefits,
one has to be Jewish. But who holds the imprimatur, the ulti-
mate decision-making power, to declare that someone is a “Jew”?
Who can enter the Jewish religious tent? And who is left outside?

This is not just a theoretical question; it is a vital issue for
Israel. A considerable number of former Soviet Jews with a
Jewish father but a non-Jewish mother were accepted by Israel
as citizens. Yet their families discovered subsequently, much to
their shock, that the sons could not be buried in the Jewish cem-
eteries of the state, even when they had died as soldiers on the
front. The rabbinical authorities simply did not recognize them
as Jews. How can one solve this thorny issue in a country that
recognizes no separation between synagogue and state? Is the
religious tent as closed as the political tent?

These key issues were so vital to Israel’s future that the most
important political actors of the state chose to come in person
to participate in the roundtable to plead their respective causes:
the minister of justice, Yakov Ne’eman; the president of the
Jewish Agency, Natan Sharansky; and the minister of the inte-
rior, Eli Yshai. Taken together, they represented Israel’s three
new identities. Ne’eman, the minister of justice, is a Sabra with
Polish origins who comes from the nationalist religious camp, a
former business lawyer with a somewhat controversial economic
past, and equally controversial legal stands (with respect to the
rule of law in Israel) when he pleaded for the recognition of
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religious tribunals in the handling of civil cases.!? Sharansky, a
former symbol of Soviet dissidence, heads the Jewish Agency,
which quite simply created the Jewish state with a very secular
orientation, in a manner not entirely different from the way the
Communist Party created the Soviet Union. In both cases sheer
political voluntarism and a concomitant dislike of religious in-
stitutions and judicial power, traits whose origins lay in the
French Revolution, led to the creation of the two states. Sharan-
sky on this count is very much the heir of both the Soviet and
the secular Zionist pedigree. The minister of the interior, Eli
Yshai, is the son of Moroccan Jews and was named as the head
of the ultrareligious Sephardic Party “Shas,” after its previous
leaders were charged with corruption; he is also very close to
Israel’s chief Sephardi rabbi. Yshai occupies a key political posi-
tion thanks to Israel’s system of absolute political representation.
Shas’s votes were vital for Netanyahu’s government coalition: as
a result Shas was able to demand and obtained one of the key
ministries. But the thinly disguised scorn with which Ne’eman
and Sharansky contemplated their colleague spoke wonders
about Israel’s different political pedigrees. Yshai was not just
religiously “black” but was above all Sephardic, and thus differ-
ent. No longer present at the table were two of the founding
legal currents of the Israeli state: the German tradition of the
Rechtsstaat and the British tradition of the rule of law, both in-
carnated by a now-embattled Supreme Court that is losing
ground to the other two constitutive legal strands: the rabbini-
cal tradition and the intricacies of Ottoman law, used when con-
venient for land registration in the political agenda of the Netan-
yahu government inside the Knesset.!?

The roundtable was completed by an American-Israeli fe-
male rabbi, president of Israel’s conservative rabbinical associa-
tion (not recognized by the two chief rabbinates), the only one
besides liberal Jews that ordains women as rabbis; an American
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rabbi, president of the Central Conference of American rabbis,
a nonorthodox conservative Jewish group; and an ultraortho-
dox policy researcher. The rabbi who was supposed to represent
the Ashkenazi orthodox establishment had called in sick at the
last minute, most probably because he did not want to sit at the
same table with nonorthodox rabbis and a female rabbi to boot.
Someone in the public spoke on his behalf during the question
and answer session.

Compared to the political tent, the religious tent is paradoxi-
cally far more open, because anyone who has a Jewish mother is
unquestionably Jewish both in religious terms and in belonging
to the Jewish peoplehood, unless he or she has officially con-
verted to another religion. It does not matter if such a person is
an orthodox, an atheist, or a liberal Jew. If your mother is Jew-
ish, no one can contest your right to belong to the tribe. That is
why no Israeli government has ever questioned the legitimacy
of such ultraorthodox Jews belonging to the Hungarian Satmar
or the Lithuanian Neturei Karteh communities. Both refused
to go along with Rav Kook’s compromise and continue to hold
anti-Zionist positions because for them a Jewish state will come
about only by God’s will at the end of the messianic times. All
human anticipation of this event is pure blasphemy. These Jews
have lived in Jerusalem since the eighteenth century and surely
prayed in the first Hurva Synagogue. Their local pedigree pre-
dates Zionism by almost two centuries. And no one would ever
dream of asking them to leave Israel, even though Neturei
Karteh openly sided with the Palestinian cause (some of their
representatives were photographed with Arafat during his ter-
rorist phase, well before the Oslo accords) because they consid-
ered the state to be illegitimate. They even sent a delegation to
Tehran for the Holocaust conference sponsored by President
Ahmadinejad. They went to testity to the historical reality of
the horror. As a result the Iranian president soft-pedaled his
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previous denial of the Holocaust’s existence and declared that
he was “simply” anti-Zionist and not antisemitic. Israeli leaders
do not fear these thousands of ultraorthodox anti-Zionists. The
current Israeli leadership finds Jeremy Ben-Ami far more prob-
lematic, because J Street listens to the international siren songs
as Israel tries to navigate between the Scylla of the Green Line
and the Charybdis of the occupation.

The roundtable was not set up to comment on the offspring
of Jewish mothers, however strange or iconoclastic they might
be. It was meant to address those who only had a Jewish father,
and who could be Jewish only if they converted to Judaism. Of-
ficially only “one gate” was mentioned on this count, but in
reality there is more than one port of entry, hence the conflict.
It would be suicidal for Israel to alienate all those liberal and
conservative American Jews who constitute the vast majority of
American Jewry and who have been the most active supporters
of the state, even in financial terms. Their conversions are not,
however, recognized by the orthodox, who control the Israeli
definition of who is a Jew, but who constitute only 10 to 15
percent of American Jewry.

As a result, Jews of all religious stripes, and some do not even
have stripes, all live inside the Jewish tent, thanks to a Jesuitical
(if one can pardon the expression) compromise. There can be,
strictly speaking, no true accord between a state whose criteria
for being Jewish were deliberately defined by ricochet against
the Nazi Nuremberg laws (one Jewish grandparent), and differ-
ent Jewish religious denominations, one of which (the ortho-
dox) does not even recognize the existence of the others. And
yet the Jewish world seems to muddle through. The religious
tent is vast, and visibly no sound is loud enough to reach all of
its nooks and crannies. One can therefore remain deaf to the
demands of the others, and in this case indifference, even when
it is hostile, remains the best guarantee for coexistence. Besides,
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for the really very complicated cases there is one last resort, a
civil marriage in Cyprus (Israel has no civil marriage), a solution
Israelis share with their northern neighbors, the Lebanese, when
Christian and Muslim want to intermarry.

The roundtable participants thus reflected the contradic-
tions of this nearly catchall tent. And in so doing, they managed
to produce one fascinating oxymoron after another, each span-
ning centuries, when not millennia. First prize went to the min-
ister of the interior, who was not actually scheduled to partici-
pate in the roundtable but had insisted at the last minute on
making a quick appearance, TV cameras in tow, to have us ben-
efit from his insightful perspectives. He spoke in Hebrew, for we
were not his real audience. He was addressing his fellow Sep-
hardic ultraorthodox, which comprise Israel’s “Jewish street,”
and this made what he had to say even more alarming.

In a brief presentation, the minister announced that conver-
sions were not at all the order of the day, except for some very
rare exceptions. His reasons: ever since scientists had isolated
the Jewish gene, it had been “proven” that a child born of a Jew-
ish mother possessed it whereas a child born of a non-Jewish
mother did not have it. And then, wonder of wonders, in order
to remain faithful to the precepts of Jewish Law, the minister
was quick to point out that there was an exception to this “sci-
entific” rule: the case of the Cohannim, those Jews who claimed
by their name to descend from the most prestigious tribe and
caste because it provided the Temple priests. Miracle of mira-
cles, in this case, the minister announced, the Jewish gene was
transmitted by the father, because the Torah stipulates that one
is a “Cohen” through one’s father.

I know that this genetic reference stems from a much more
complex debate. Scientists have not found the Jewish gene, but a
series of genetic rapprochements among Jews coming from the
four corners of the world, and this would confirm at least a
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partial common origin. Such a discovery is not surprising, given
the fact that in their long history the Jews never ceased to move
around while continuing to marry fellow Jews. Besides, because
this type of genetic analysis is most often carried out on mito-
chondrial DNA, which is transmitted by mothers to their chil-
dren, the maternal X genes are those whose continuum can be
traced most easily in any genealogical research. In the case of
the Cohannim study, the Y genes that the father transmits to
his sons were used instead, and the results did show an interest-
ing correlation among “Cohens,” whether they came from the
Sephardic Jews of Arab lands or the Ashkenazi Jews of Eastern
Europe. But these are genetic correlations: no serious scientist
has ever formally and openly evoked the existence of a specific
Jewish genel* Regardless of the statistical and scientific validity
of some of these claims and counterclaims, what counts here is
that the minister of the interior chose to mix and match parallel
studies to suit his political ideological ends.

Furthermore, there are also political stakes to this debate:
Israel’s legitimacy as a state among others. For many Israelis
there was an imperative need to counter the view that the Jews
were an “invented” people, as one left-wing Israeli, Shlomo
Sand, claimed.!® Even if it were true and the Jews had invented
their pedigree, as Sand claims, they would have behaved exactly
like every other country. Historians well know that all nations
in the nineteenth century went about inventing ancient pedi-
grees for themselves, whether among the heroes of the Trojan
war, in Teutonic forests, or in other mythologies. The Jews on
this front would be like every other people. In Israel’s case,
however, such speculation concerning the origins of the nation
constitutes a direct attack against its right to exist. Among the
reasons invoked in the Arab-Muslim world and by many Pales-
tinians to affirm that the Israelis have no right to any Palestin-
ian land, the most important is the claim that the Jews were
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never a people but are a mixture of different ethnic groups who
converted in different historical periods to Judaism as a reli-
gion. In this reading, the Palestinians would be the true heirs
of the biblical Jews, a people who converted first to Christianity
before becoming in its vast majority Muslim with the advent of
Islam. Hence, the Palestinian right and desire to expel from
their legitimate lands the “false Jews,” who thanks to their Zi-
onist ideology pretend to be returning to their ancestral lands.
For many Arabs, Jews are thus impostors. Genetic research on
the Jewish people thus marks an attempt to counter this claim
of Jewish nonbelonging on the contested land of Israel.

But as is always the case when one tries to combine science,
identity, and politics, unpredictable and disturbing outcomes are
the most likely result. Some people claim that a “Jewish gene”
has also been found among the Pashtun tribes of Afghanistan—
the tribes that brought forth the Taliban and against which the
West has been fighting since 9/11—even claiming that they
might be the famous lost tribes.!® Were that the case, the specter
of the extremes coming together would be confirmed, via the
fake Russian-created (but based on an earlier French original)
Protocols of Zion. The “evil” Jews would be back as those be-
hind all the chaos of the world—and of course, once again,
Europe and the West would foot the bill.

Such genetic games are too dangerous to play with, and of
all peoples, the Jews are those who stand to lose most. It is not
a coincidence if, after World War II and the Holocaust, postwar
Europe’s founding fathers were very explicit with the creation
of the Council of Europe in stipulating that no country could
define its identity and that of its citizens in either ethnic or reli-
gious terms. Israel is not in Europe, and it has never considered
itselt bound by such a European “never again.” Its raison d’étre
was to be the place where the Jews were in the safety of their
own homeland.!”
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And this is how Israel’s minister of the interior could hold
forth in front of his “Jewish Street” with statements based on
such a false understanding of genetic principles, in the name of
a blatant religious-racial identity, without incurring the least
legal sanction. We had clearly left the realm of boisterous po-
litical debate for the murky waters of unsavory and dangerous
concepts.

One could hear a few ironic murmurs here and there in the
conference room after the minister’s speech. Fearing that the in-
terpreter might have missed some nuances as I listened to the
minister through my earphones, I turned to my neighbors, all
Israelis, and repeated what I had heard. They reassured me (not
exactly the right term) that he had indeed made those pro-
nouncements, and then they proceeded to laugh. In their eyes
we had all experienced one more proof of just how idiotically
obscurantist Israel’s Shas Party could be—and by ricochet the
Netanyahu government for having chosen it as a political ally.
But none of my interlocutors seemed aware of or even worried
by the democratic and philosophical implications of what had
just been said . . . as if we had just been privy to a little political
game. Period.

I am shocked. How can Israeli elites have so isolated them-
selves in their bubble to the point of not understanding that it
was a state minister, and not an eccentric buffoon, who has just
spoken in a language worthy of the worst racist logic? The Jew-
ish gene: the mere idea evokes the Leipzig Institute for the
Study of Races and Peoples in 1936, but an institute that would
have been enriched by the genetic follies of Lysenko. But what
is most remarkable is that all of this pseudoscientific banter is
taking place in the same conference where Nobel laureates in
scientific and economic fields participate in other roundtables
with perfectly rational and universal arguments, considered as
self-evident by the same public.
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An international conference with its intellectual Smorgas-
bords is being held inside the Jewish tent, but the tent itself has
its own atmospheric pressure and oxygen levels. Israelis must
possess lungs endowed with alternative currents, lungs that al-
low them to breathe equally well in both worlds, where others
instead risk either giggly euphoria due to too much oxygen or
suffocation linked to its absence. The alternative is somewhat
stark: they may be endowed with schizophrenic brains, the tent
and the outside world cohabiting inside the same person to suit
his or her needs or perspective. It is as if those who live inside
the tent were able in all impunity to resurrect a genetic “Jewras-
sic Park” while passing it oft as a postmodernist novelty. Is this
a miracle, a nightmare, or simply a political comedy?

Sharansky smiles. In a few succinct and powerful sentences
he brings the roundtable back to the logic of political power
and Israel’s raison d’état. In his view, the Jewish Agency must
be the final arbiter of any conversion, because it decides who
can immigrate to Israel on the basis of the Law of Return, thus
opening the way to all state benefits. We have been catapulted
back into classical Zionism. An ultraorthodox researcher tries
to find an interesting compromise (especially given his religious
beliefs) between the two ministers. He makes the case for a
secular Israeli naturalization process, one based on a cultural
knowledge of Jewish and Israeli history. This secular natural-
ization would put an end to the double hypocrisy of having
rabbis bend religious precepts to convert atheists or those who
have no intention of following Jewish laws, and having these
secular Jews hide their identities in order to be converted by
orthodox rabbis.!® The researcher’s idea is perfectly logical and
based on the purity of intentions. But no one seems interested,
for the stakes of this entire conversion debate are far from ratio-
nal. It goes to the core of electoral politics and the symbols of
power.
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The minister of justice did not mince his words. Immigrant
workers and political refugees from Africa were his greatest pre-
occupation, without forgetting all those former Soviet soldiers
who were denied burial in Jewish cemeteries by the orthodox
rabbinical gatekeepers. In brief, how could one block the former
and facilitate the integration of the latter? What international
cooperation should Israel envisage to deal with the non-Jews on
its territory? I am somewhat relieved. Clearly the justice minister
was thinking within the familiar box of national prerogatives. I
do not like his conservative understanding of identity and citi-
zenship, but at least his categories are within the mainstream of
our increasingly restrictive nationalist epoch. Israel is not that
different after all. . . .

The roundtable presentations ended with the very rational and
reassuring presentations of the American rabbis, who explained
their respective conversion processes based on an intensive study
of the founding texts. Their approach had a Protestant-like ethi-
cal conviction reminiscent of the Wissenschaft des Judentums,
the scientific study of Judaism pioneered by German Jews in
the mid-nineteenth century. This discipline, based on the use of
comparative sources studied in a critical light and pioneered at
the same time for Christian sources as well, is still missing within
Islam. The American rabbis sounded like late nineteenth-century
neo-Kantians, whose most famous Jewish philosopher was Her-
mann Cohen. It was as though the horrors of the twentieth cen-
tury had never taken place. Despite its massive East European
origins, American Judaism is the inheritor of the German Jewish
tradition (which may itself be slowly coming back to life with the
arrival of Russian Jews in Germany): American Jews believe in
the possibility of reconciling religion with humanistic progress.

An acerbic remark by the minister of justice brought us back
to the Israeli setting. Turning toward the woman rabbi, he
commented sarcastically that she would do better to worry about
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the thousands of American Jews who were abandoning Juda-
ism to intermarry rather than piously shepherd a few converts
into the Jewish people.

And then came the final surprise. At the official end of the
roundtable, the moderator gave the floor (as had been visibly
arranged beforehand) to a representative of the Ashkenazi chief
rabbinate. The man made no reference to genetics, misunder-
stood or real, but chose instead to concentrate his comments on
what could be called, for lack of a better term, a historical devia-
tion of genealogical geopolitics. He stood up and proclaimed
that one could be Jewish only through strict obedience to Jew-
ish Law, the Jewish people having been constituted at Sinai
when they received the Tables of the Law. All those whose an-
cestors had not been physically present at Sinai could not really
join the Jewish people, for they would denature by their pres-
ence the original Jews and above all the pact God had made with
them at Sinai. For this orthodox rabbi, unlike for many progres-
sive Jewish thinkers, Sinai with its covenant bore no relation for
the Jewish people to the Geneva of Rousseau’s social contract.!®

A young man visibly from a modern orthodox current got up
to contradict the Asheknazi rabbinate’s spokesman. If the Jew-
ish people were constituted at Sinai, he argued, then who were
those who had fled from Egypt during the Exodus, and what
about Abraham and Isaac? Were they not already Jews? His com-
ment was met with total silence in the room, as though for the
public the very future of the Jewish people hung on the answer.

The answer never came. The bell announced the end of the
roundtable. The moderator thanked the participants. The pub-
lic got up, thus bringing to an end a strange moment of collective
hypnosis. Other sessions lay ahead: on the planetary economic
crisis, on how to cope with neurological disorders, on ecological
challenges, on the power of the media. The public rushed off to
other parts of the tent in search of other role games.
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A simple moment of identity thrills in a Jewish existential
saga? A disturbing chapter in national politics? A Jewish po-
lyphony based on a tribal dodecaphonic score? Or rather a
frightening mirror of a Jewish tent desperately looking for moor-
ing ropes, and finding them in a context that no longer seems to
fit our Western references? The biblical burning bush has con-
taminated with its flames the democratic agora, and no one
knows who will be the winner.



o

BETWEEN MEMORY AND MEMORY CHIP

The restaurant “Little Jerusalem” is situated off of Jaffa Road
on Rav Kook Street next to Mea Shearim, Jerusalem’s oldest
ultraorthodox neighborhood. It is located in one of the most
beautiful Ottoman houses built outside the Old City in the
second half of the nineteenth century. The house is luminous
and surrounded with its one balconied floor and magnificent
terraced garden. Bought in the 1920s by Abraham Ticho, an
important Viennese ophthalmologist and philanthropist, and
his wife, Anna, a painter, the house served as Ticho’s eye clinic
where the good doctor received his patients from all social
classes, including the Arab poor. The couple lived upstairs and
led a busy social life entertaining their rich Arab neighbors, the
British governing classes, Zionist political activists, clerics, and
all types of intellectuals in what was a cosmopolitan hub. Anna
willed the house to the city of Jerusalem upon her death in
1980, with the provision that it be turned into a cultural and
music center. Today it is a quiet and elegant haven, including the
ground-floor restaurant, a symbol of a distant past in a city that
is catching up with the future. Right next to the house, a far
taller luxurious residential building is being built. The Bubble
has reached Jaffa Road.

On this summer evening, the restaurant’s clients are all eat-
ing outside in the vast garden surrounded by old trees and sweet-
smelling flowered plants. Only an aged ultraorthodox couple
prefers to seck shelter inside. I am the guest of a German friend
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whom I have known for decades. He has just arrived in Jerusa-
lem to occupy an official function. As a very Catholic, very
European, very pro-Jewish, and very pro-Israel German, he is
beaming with joy to have moved to Jerusalem, a city that will be
his official home for several years. The fact that he is not Jewish
is important for me during this last evening of my Israeli stay. In
his presence, I feel I am returning to my usual atmospheric pres-
sure, with a less anguished conversation, one that is less autistic,
because calmly open to the outside world. In Israel, everything,
including even the most spectacular aspects of its technological
avant-garde, seems to unfold on a razor’s edge. And because
the sounds of the outside world are perceived as being ever
more hostile to Israel, this razor’s edge has been placed (if one
can accept such a mixed metaphor) in a sound chamber. The
Jewish tent vibrates nowadays to its own sound waves. It is up
to the others to seize their frequency. My friend is committed
to such intent listening. He tells me that ever since he left Ger-
many and Europe, with their morose contexts, their social hur-
dles, and their lack of a clear and strong political direction, he
has the impression of having taken a massive vitamin cure by
coming to Israel. Having left Europe’s greyness behind, he tells
me he feels reborn, totally energized by Israel’s stakes. In brief,
he too has moved.

We are sitting on the terrace. The guests who are dining next
to us al fresco look happy, at peace with themselves in a privi-
leged context far from the world’s noises. In a corner of the
garden under a pergola, several tables have been set up in a
square formation. Twenty guests are sitting around: two young
Lubavitch rabbis are in charge of the dinner, whose intent is to
bring the diners back to more serious religious practice. This is
a “how-to” lesson: the rabbis are explaining the Shabbat ritual.
Unlit Shabbat candles decorate the table next to covered bread
and wine, and an assortment of typical dishes. It is Thursday
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and I imagine the two Lubavitchers are preparing their group
for the Friday night meal. The lesson is taking place in English
but the students are neither American nor British, not even
Western European, for even the most assimilated younger Jews
in these countries know something about Shabbat rituals. The
dinner guests listen with the intensity of those who are to be
initiated. I wonder whether they might not be recent arrivals
from the former Soviet Union trying to find their long-lost
roots and reintegrate a millennial past. The scene is both unusual
and highly moving. Bread and wine: we are outside of time, at
the very core of memory’s transmission . . . but which memory
and against which history?

Jerusalem, and with it all of Israel, contains too many clash-
ing memories to celebrate concepts such as “in praise of differ-
ence,” “culture’s crossroads,” and other fashionable mantras
that Europe’s beautiful cities and regions have come to revere in
our peaceful times. Here instead there is virtually no mixing,
little dialogue, and even less interreligious spirit. The memory of
others does not add depth of field. On the contrary, it seems to
subtract vital elements in one’s own quest for legitimacy. Israel
experiences itself at the first degree, its image glued to the mir-
ror. Each group has its own memory, its own forgetfulness. The
great Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai, in his last collection of po-
ems, expressed perfectly the weight of these clashing memories:

And there are days when everything is sails and more sails
even though there’s no sea in Jerusalem, not even a river.
Everything is sails: the flags, the prayer shawls, the black coats,
the monks’ robes, the kaftans and kaffichs,

young women’s dresses and headdresses,

Torah mantles and prayer rugs, feelings that swell in the wind
and hopes that set them sailing in other directions.

... all of them sails in the splendid regatta
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on the two seas of Jerusalem:

the sea of memory and the sea of forgetting.!

Israel, however, can also experience itself at the second de-
gree, even the third degree, its “ears” wide open to capture the
first sounds of the future. Not far from us, three men in their
forties are sitting together under a tree. They are discussing in
French the launching of a friend’s start-up, their BlackBerrys
poised on the table as a fourth piece of tableware. They are dis-
cussing the validity of his business plan. I hear term “memory
chip” several times, but the rest is said so discreetly that no cu-
rious listener can seize the project’s essence.

As I sit between the Lubavitch group and the French busi-
nessmen, I am struck by this strange stereophony. It encapsulates
Israel’s force and originality. Memory and memory chips, each
in its respective sphere, belong to the same Jewish continuum.
There is no need to worry about historical time in jumping hap-
pily from one to the other, whether it is inside the nonlinear
circuits of a computer chip or inside a Talmudic page where the
sages of all ages pursue a conversation with each other and the
reader, without a care for the centuries that separate them.

Israel’s strength derives precisely from this lack of history in
the Greco-Roman sense of the term: history, which lies at the
heart of Western civilization. Israel is not interested in conven-
tional history’s emphasis on origins, multicausal explanations,
convergences, turning points, ironies, and tragedies. With no
state past of its own in the last two millennia, Israel does not
know how to cope with a history based on the interactions with
neighboring peoples, whether allies or enemies. The historical
method rooted in the Enlightenment and in nineteenth-century
German historical tradition, with its precise and rational use of
sources and of complementary and contradictory counterproofs,
has remained an instrument and not an end in itself for Israel.
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The country’s self-proclaimed existential purpose was to pull
the Jewish people out of other people’s histories and to bring the
Jews back into their own true past and destiny, out of their dia-
sporic narratives.

It is thus no accident if in Israel Jewish history holds the high
ground from within its own department, protected from any
external influence, just like its sister, Jewish philosophy.? Jewish
history and philosophy were taught to underscore Jewish
uniqueness and not in a comparative light. It goes without say-
ing that Israel has its share of professional historians and philos-
ophers with world-class status. One should not, however, con-
fuse a profession with an intellectual zopos whose task it is to
mold national debates, as has been the case in Europe from the
nineteenth century up to the present.? The great American his-
torian Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi perfectly expressed the identity
tensions between “being Jewish” and “being a historian of the
Jewish people” in his Zakhor.* In this book Yerushalmi explains
how God and the entire Jewish tradition have always exhorted
the Jewish people to “remember.” No one ever asked them to
offer a historical account (whether embellished or not) of their
origins in the chronological and interactive sense of the term.

It is therefore not surprising to see that contemporary Israeli
historians who focused on the political history of the State of
Israel paid dearly for their work. I am referring to the “post-
Zionist” historians whose writings began to appear in the 1980s
when Israel’s first archives opened. Because of their research in
such a recent and still unsettled past, these historians have been
marginalized inside an Israeli political context that could not
integrate (even by countering them) their historical conclu-
sions based on archival research. For these historians delved
into such burning topics as the intellectual origins of the Israeli
extreme nationalist right (inside European fascism) or the fate
of the Arabs who were expelled from their villages and lands
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during the war of 1948 (did they flee following their leaders’
exhortations—the official Israeli historical line—or was their
eviction previously programmed?).> The current-day political
implications of these sixty-year-old questions are such that one
cannot really speak of a historical writing.

Grammatical syntax may lie at the core of this conceptual
impasse. Zionism always considered the long diasporic period
of the Jewish people as a period of more or less intense alien-
ation. A long period in which verbs were either conjugated in
the passive mode or remained intransitive, with the Jews never
in a position to be the true protagonists of their actions. They
were barely in charge of their lives and could influence their
environment only occasionally and at best on the margin. The
Holocaust provided absolute proof for such an interpretation of
Jewish life in exile as based on existential powerlessness. Jews
had only one role to play during the Holocaust: that of absolute
victims. Saul Friedlander, in his monumental two-volume Naz:i
Germany and the Jews, made a point of integrating the actions,
thoughts, and resistance efforts of the Jews as actors in a multi-
faceted historical understanding of the epoch. The premises of
his book, and not the impeccable archival research that under-
pinned it, were deemed controversial, even unacceptable.®

Whether the Jews are truly actors in their own history is a
conceptual problem that has yet to be resolved, above all in Is-
rael. Paradoxically, the State of Israel, which by its birth should
have brought about a fully sovereign Jewish people in full con-
trol of their destiny, was unable to, did not want to, or could
not change the old “Diaspora” grammatical syntax based es-
sentially on passive verbs. The Arab world, the Soviet Union,
the Palestinians, the terrorists, the antisemites, those who advo-
cated Third World causes, have all at one time or another taken
on the role of politically dangerous subjects of constantly re-
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peated passive verbs while Isracl and the Jewish people remained
the object (direct or indirect) of their guilty actions. Human
Rights have thus become the last guilty avatar in this very long
list. This was the opinion expressed by Jonathan Sacks, the chief
rabbi of Great Britain in a plenary session of the President’s
Conference, when he presented “human rights” as the Western
world’s most recent and third antisemitic incarnation, after
Christianity’s Judeophobia and the scientific racism of the nine-
teenth century.” One can of course denature “human rights”
and misuse the reference. However, to lump human rights, in
itself a noble postwar principle, with two previous concepts that
were fully invalidated in theological and scientific terms, seems
to me an extremely dangerous idea, regardless of its rhetorical
flourish.® Such a stance merely prolongs the tradition that con-
siders the Jewish people to be powerless and at the mercy of the
dominant weltanshauung in every historical epoch.

Since 1948, Israel has always thought of'itself as a threatened
state always obliged to react to the provocations of others and
their desire to annihilate it. The country, on the other hand, never
considers itself as an actor whose verbs (and military might) are
responsible for actions of which others would become the objects.
The victims of Israel’s military or police actions, in this view, are
simply collateral damage of aggressions perpetrated against the
Jewish state by their own camp. One can deplore their deaths,
but Israel never considers itself responsible, much less guilty, for
their fate.”

The point here is not to negate the very real threats that con-
tinue to beset Israel, but to analyze the country’s incapacity
to change grammatical syntax. Israel is a strong and powerful
country with many international ties. Its constantly repeated
claims of weakness and fragility reflect a conceptual anomaly
bordering on paranoia. And whoever thinks in an incomplete
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manner is bound to act problematically. On this count, Zionism
has not transformed the existential status of the Jewish people.
In many ways, it has aggravated it. Israel continues to see itself
as an actor outside history.

This “nonhistory” has allowed the country to pursue its own
destiny, one that allows Israel to fuse its biblical past with its
globalized future. This path is self-sufficient and self-centered,
with all “others” in the position of extras in the film of the
Jewish people. Israel, unlike Europe, is a civilization without
pre-biblical folklore. The Bible és Israel’s folklore, for no exter-
nal civilization with its priests, imams, or cultural middlemen
brought biblical culture to the Jewish people from the outside.
The Jewish people created the Bible with “its” own God. The
millennial hatred of the Jews stems in great part from this un-
disputable fact: one rarely likes innovators or founders to whom
one must remain beholden forever.

Only one other civilization resembles the Jews on this count,
with its multimillennial past and its own self-centeredness also
bordering on autism: China. One cannot account for the gi-
ant’s current pride and militant nationalism without taking into
account China’s need to avenge its historical humiliation at the
hands of the West. For nearly two centuries it too was unable to
conjugate its verbs in the active mode in the wake of the Opium
Wars when the British Empire overwhelmed the weakened, di-
vided, and stagnant Chinese empire. ! Unlike China, Israel did
not just encounter early on the Greco-Roman sirens that under-
pinned the West. The very birth of the West under Christian
rule robbed Israel of its own biblical memory. Today we would
call this computer hacking: grabbing hold of someone else’s
memory, programming, and data without their consent and us-
ing them for one’s own ends. Can one not see in Zionism and
the return to religious orthodoxy, and even the intentions of the
Temple Institute, a titanic effort (the very use of this adjective
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shows the extent to which I am beholden to Western culture) to
claim back Jewish memory, to reprogram Jewish destiny, and to
set up once again a fully Jewish search engine? Is it really by
chance, in the psychoanalytical meaning of the term, it Israel is
a world leader in computer security technologies as well as in the
protection of memory chips?

Let us pursue this computer metaphor one step further. When
one reformats a computer hard drive, one loses all data that was
on the computer—unless it has been stored on another hard
disk. Can one think of Jews outside Israel as being the equiva-
lent of the external hard disc of the Jewish people? By constantly
interacting with the others in whose midst they live, while also
retaining a sense of history, can they provide a necessary anchor
for a country that is losing both capabilities as it leaves the
West?

I owe this intuition to my German friend’s presence in Israel.
Without him, it would have taken me far longer to reach such a
conclusion, for want of perspective. He tells me that he is living
temporarily in housing run by nuns of the German Borromean
Order, and adds, laughing, that the food is heavy, because out
of nostalgia for their country, they tend to serve German food
with a lot of sausages. I can only smile: a convent behind thick
walls in the heart of Jerusalem where wiirstel and sauerkraut
triumph . . . how easy it is to forget all the “others” in the city,
once one has entered the Israeli bubble.

All these “others” are virtually invisible and so silent amidst
the intra-Jewish cacophony. The “German Colony” is one of
Jerusalem’s most elegant neighborhoods, now called with irony
the “French Colony” because so many French Jews have bought
apartments there as secondary residences that can easily be
turned into primary homes “should things worsen in France.”
The neighborhood’s German reference bears no relation to the
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arrival of German Jews fleeing Nazi Germany. The Germans
referred to are echte, the descendants of Teutonic tribes; they
belonged to the Teutonic order of the Templars, an order that
settled in Jerusalem in the 1870s before Kaiser Wilhelm II’s
trip to the city. Hitler was interested in these German settlers,
and along with Himmler he even envisaged exchanging “Jews
of value” on their behalf to facilitate their return to the German
motherland, but at the outbreak of World War II the settlers
were deported to Australia by the British authorities.

I don’t know how many Israelis have ever visited the Protes-
tant Cemetery on Emek Refaim Street at the heart of the Ger-
man Colony, a tree-lined haven of limpid silence. I never met
any. During my last visit there, my only companions were a
small group of Japanese tourists. Walking up and down its well-
tended paths, I could only think that these dead souls were
resting in exile in a world that no longer belonged to them:
Templars, young wives of British pastors, travelers who died
unexpectedly and whose bodies no family member cared to re-
patriate, German and British scholars of a colonized Islam, of-
ficers, children who died in young age. They were all buried in
a Holy Land that no longer exists since it reverted back to a far
more ancient holiness that was not theirs, leaving them as so
many stranded silent witnesses of the tempests of a century whose
contradictions are still with us.

The cemetery’s heavy metal door is almost always closed.
The opening hours are eccentric, and one must really want to
visit the place to find its custodian. In other words, this ceme-
tery’s fate resembles perfectly the historical fate of Europe’s
Jewish cemeteries: marginal even when they were in the center
of its cities, hidden behind heavy doors, practically inaccessible
when they were not entirely off-limits, as in Eastern Europe
under communism. But with a major difference: in Europe to-
day, Jewish cemeteries have become “must” places to visit in
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any carefully organized itinerary of Jewish heritage, for Europe
is now proud of and keen to publicize its many heritages and
memories—especially with respect to the Jews. Will Israel one
day also take into account all the other memories that surround
it in such a vertiginous spiral of memory?

I must confess that in front of this Protestant cemetery I am
seized by a strange sense of historical justice, as if for once things
had been set aright. Thanks to Israel’s existence, there now is
one place on earth where the yearly calendar and the national
holidays as well as life’s rhythms are officially Jewish, where
Time is conjugated in Jewish terms and where Jewish cemeter-
ies are the rule rather than the exception. Israel as the vital pro-
tective space for a people who had been historically condemned,
not to invisibility, but to too much visibility, if only through the
compulsory wearing of highly visible distinguishing marks on
their clothing in the Middle Ages—and of course in all the Eu-
ropean countries under Nazi Germany’s boot. The terrifying
return of the yellow Star of David as a discriminatory symbol
did more to destroy the Jewish understanding of civilization
and progress than its ultimate conclusion in the death camps.
History remains powerless in front of such a triumphant and
tragic memory, whose continuity leaps over centuries.

My friend incarnates the very best of postwar Europe’s ide-
als. He embraces an open and tolerant Catholicism, which con-
siders Judaism as the vital pillar on which the Church must lean
to avoid any pagan temptations (these are his words), a Ca-
tholicism that was revised by Vatican II and by the lessons of
the Holocaust. His father was close to Konrad Adenauer, and
he worked with Helmut Kohl; his childhood was molded by the
Franco-German reconciliation. As a convinced democrat, he
was very active in trying to inject democratic values in post-
1989 Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. He thus
incarnates Europe’s loftiest spirit before the continent slipped
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into its current petty accounting squabbles. And now, toward
the end of his career, he is eager to penetrate the Israeli riddle,
full of the best intentions and with a far calmer, and definitely
more indulgent, spirit than mine, for it is not his people. Dur-
ing our dinner, I am haunted by one single thought. Will he still
have this same positive outlook and optimism in a year or two?
Sooner or later he will have to confront Israel’s hidden side,
with its passive verbs and aggressive fears.

But can one present this hidden aspect without falling into a
spiral of Israeli delegitimation, as the most stalwart defenders of
the Jewish state claim? A state whose only truly active verbs ac-
companied the lightning victories of the Six Day War, a war
whose long-term consequences are still unclear, for it is still too
early to tell whether they were not Pyrrhic? The task is well
nigh impossible.

Peter Kosminsky, a British filmmaker with Jewish origins,
tried to do so in his television series The Promise, aired in Great
Britain and subsequently in France in 2011. The film is a vast
saga with two heroes: a British soldier sent to British Mandate
Palestine during its last year in 1947-1948, a soldier who previ-
ously had belonged to the contingent that liberated Bergen-
Belsen (and therefore knows about the tragic fate of the Jews),
and his granddaughter, who discovers Israel and the Palestinian
situation at the height of the Second Intifada, with its suicide
bombings, while accompanying an Israeli friend who begins her
military stint. The filmmaker was vehemently criticized by Brit-
ain’s official Jewish circles and by Israeli representatives in the
United Kingdom. They all considered it as the worst possible
example of “anti-Isracli propaganda.”!! The Palestinian camp in
the United Kingdom was instead more than surprised to see its
past and present so faithfully represented in a television series.!?

The film is above “guilty” (is that the appropriate word?) of
transgressing well-established notions of time and perspective:
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its angle and focal length do not correspond to the Israeli vi-
sion. Israel still vibrates to the mythical image of the birth of
the Jewish state, as best exemplified in Otto Preminger’s film
Exodus, which was released in 1960, shortly before Adolf Eich-
mann’s trial in Jerusalem. Kosminsky instead presents a plural-
ist version of the period, one that takes British, Arab, and Jewish
perspectives into account, the latter no longer holding hegemony.
No historical actor is spared. All bear their share of responsibility
for the outcome. Everything Kosminsky describes actually took
place, and it is most often Israel’s new historians, so marginal-
ized in their country’s political debates, who furnished the
documentary proof for the depicted events. Kosminsky’s de-
scription of Israel then and now remains totally unacceptable
for the vast majority of Israelis (and Jews) who adhere to a zero-
sum reading of what has become an increasingly autistic spiral
on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. As a result, the
terrorist Irgun replaces the moderate Haganah (officially the
ancestor of the Israeli army); the “antisemitic” Britons become
an army caught in an impossible struggle between two legiti-
mate camps, and above all the undeserving victims of Jewish
terrorist groups who dare to compare the British to the Nazis,
they who fought at first single-handedly and bravely against
Hitler’s Germany. And an innocent and constantly powerless
Palestinian population replaces an Arab leadership full of anti-
Jewish hatred.

The film not only offers an anti-Preminger perspective. It
conveys a message worthy of a Greek tragedy: blood begets
blood. Terrorism (in both camps) can only breed more terror-
ism. Israelis and Palestinians are doubly guilty and innocent in
a never-ending spiral. But for Kosminsky, it is above all the Is-
raelis who have squandered the capital of support and sympathy
the rest of the world had given them when Israel was born. The
excesses of their pre-state terrorists and their reading of the
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world in 1948 prepared the setting for the misdeeds of the
post-1967 occupation of the Palestinians and their own spiral
of violence, including their terrorism.

Israeli subjects of violent verbs, direct complements of sufter-
ing Arabs, impersonal adjectives in both camps, possessive pro-
nouns with too many antecedents: the grammatical loop closes
in on itself] in a film that tries to replace memory with history,
but a particularly astigmatic history because it is filmed through
British eyes far from the Jewish epicenter. An impossible mes-
sage for Israel to accept (to my surprise, none of my Israeli inter-
locutors had heard of the film) because the film presupposes
that a historical debate can take place where for the time being
only anguished certitudes exist in what is fast becoming the
equivalent of the Hundred Years War.

The work of historians unfortunately will be of little use in
overcoming this dilemma. There will be no archival wars: nei-
ther the Palestinians nor the surrounding Arab nations have
any to speak of since 1948, and locating what exists is perceived
as a Palestinian national priority.!? If they exist, they are cither
closed or relate to religious courts. Israel is the only country in
the region to have a documented past. No Jordanian, Egyptian,
or Syrian document can contradict Isracli claims. I discover
with great surprise that the Palestinians and the ultraorthodox
Jews who fight each other with title deeds to the same houses in
the Sheikh Jarrah section of East Jerusalem do so with docu-
ments that go back to Ottoman times, and that have been
brought to light in the archives of Istanbul and Ankara. These
archives are not much better, because Palestine at the time was
a distant and poor province of a declining empire. This helps
explain why both sides today accuse each other of presenting
forged documents and equally forged proofs of sales. Their rival
claims come up before Israel’s Supreme Court, hardly the best
venue for such disputes. And this is how the “lesson from East
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Talpiot” is implemented with the triumph of injustice. Jews are
allowed to settle in Jewish houses in East Jerusalem, whereas no
Palestinian can recuperate even his own family’s holdings in
West Jerusalem. Added detail: these Arab houses fetch an even
higher price in Israel’s already very expensive but essentially
modern housing market, because they are endowed with an Ot-
toman aura.

Power thus triumphs over nonhistory. Unfortunately, with-
out the meticulous work of historians on both sides, postwar
Europe has taught us, there can never be reconciliation. But for
the time being those who speak of a possible Israeli-Palestinian
reconciliation belong to a tiny minority.'* For the others, one
should take note that when people move, they often lose touch
with their former neighbors, all the more so when they never
had any friendly relations to start with. And even more so, when
these neighbors have become, at an unconscious level, the ersatz
of previous executioners and torturers whose descendants in the
meantime have become friends.

After taking our orders, the waitress in the restaurant, a young
Israeli university student, turns to my friend, who speaks per-
fect English but with a slight accent, and asks him where he
comes from. For a fraction of a second he hesitates and then
answers with a voice that has suddenly become very grave: “I
am German.” She turns toward him and with a charming smile,
replies: “Oh, that’s great, I would love to visit Berlin.” She is
beautiful and self-confident. Her black hair and dark eyes and
caramel complexion denote North African Sephardic origins.
The Germany that has accompanied her life is a placid and re-
united country whose trendy capital, Berlin, shines with its cul-
tural, musical, and artistic life, including nightlife. The young
woman probably has friends who live there, given the significant
numbers of Israelis who have chosen to move there for short,
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medium, or very long periods. Trendy Berlin: end of her Ger-
man associations.

My friend is stunned. He had pronounced “I am German”
with great effort and a hefty dose of embarrassment. He who
lives with the weight of the past on his conscience has to face
the fact: assuming they ever felt strongly about it, young Israelis
have surmounted the old German reference. The Nazi past lies
in the past. The country has changed enemies. The Arabs have
replaced the Nazis, even if there is no common measure be-
tween the two. The Nazis had given top priority to the extermi-
nation of Europe’s Jews in their political program. But once it
was cured of its Nazi traits, the German enemy has become “nor-
mal” again in Isracli eyes. The Arab/Muslim enemy, on the
other hand, is perceived as having a far more diffuse and perni-
cious anti-Jewish and anti-Isracli hatred, one that is far more
unpredictable and therefore more difficult to eradicate.

I am not sure Israelis, and with them many Jews around the
world, are aware of the paradox that underpins this twinning
between yesterday’s European enemies and today’s Middle East-
ern foes, in the name of their national raison d’étre. Zionism was
born on the margins of the Russian empire with the will to re-
store the dignity of a Jewish people who were vituperated and
mistreated in a context of cyclical pogroms while facing the
burden of constant state-induced discrimination. Without the
Holocaust, one cannot affirm that Zionism would have carried
the day and brought about the creation of the State of Israel, if
only because of the anti-Zionist positions of most European
and American Jewish elites. Europe’s antisemitic tradition,
crystallized in the Dreyfus Affair, which took place in a France
heretofore considered as the epigone of freedom, in the brutal-
ity of the Russian empire, and later by the Nazi horror, fur-
nished the vital arguments that legitimized the Zionist enter-
prise and transformed Israel’s creation into a Western categorical
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imperative, even if it meant causing disarray in the local Arab
populations. After the creation of the State of Israel this argu-
ment was further reinforced by the need to ofter shelter to Jew-
ish victims of persecution around the world, ending with the
Jews of the former Soviet Union in what could be perceived as
a return to the origins of Zionism (after the layered arrival of
the North African Egyptian and Syrian Jews in the early 1950s,
the Libyan in the 1960s, and finally the Ethiopian Jews in the
1980s).

I can well imagine the bitterness with which the Arab popu-
lations that now define themselves as Palestinian contemplate
the ever growing and ever stronger ties that bind Israel to the
former executioners and tormentors of the Jewish people, guilty
in the past, as all of Europe, of latent and not so latent millen-
nial antisemitism. Germany is considered today as Israel’s best
friend after the United States, and Russia as a new friendly power
with its own intense ties to Israel’s former Soviet population.
In a Middle Eastern world where ancestral enemies remain just
that—eternal enemies through ancestral hatreds that simply
won’t go away—in a context where Sunnis and Shiites have
killed each other ever since the death of Muhammad, any rapid
Western change in status from mortal enemy to friend is simply
incomprehensible. Less than sixty years for Germany (and only
twenty for the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1965),
less than a century for Russia (and only twenty-five years for the
Soviet Union)—these are time scales that in Arab/Muslim eyes
implicitly weaken Israel’s existential arguments, even though
their legitimacy is uncontested in international terms. Such dis-
cordance in notions of time transcends the political realm to
embrace far deeper cultural fractures with the Holocaust inevi-
tably caught in the middle.

My German friend is an adoptive child of the Holocaust. Its
black light has pointed the way in his life and guides his political
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choices as a German who seeks to build a better future. Nega-
tion, relativization, or simply the will not to consider the Holo-
caust as pertinent with respect to their own suffering have in-
stead marked Arab attitudes toward this chapter of Jewish life.
And this indifference to the Holocaust has grown over time.
For the Arabs as a whole, past wrongs do not a right make.!®
But what about today’s Israclis? Do they still think of them-
selves as the children of the Holocaust? I am not so sure. I
would be tempted to say that the Holocaust as a reference has
just completed its first metahistorical cycle. First of all as a trag-
edy experienced by its survivors, who were not really listened
to in the first years of Israel’s creation, since in the eyes of the
Israelis they had not made the right choice of moving to Pales-
tine before it was too late.!® Then as a moment of national pride
during the Eichmann trial, for however small compared to the
scale of the crimes, Eichmann’s capture, condemnation and
death sentence represented a moment of retribution. Finally: the
historical commemoration of the Holocaust during the decade
spanning its fiftieth and sixtieth anniversaries (1995-2005).
This “return” of the Holocaust was marked by Israel’s first en-
counter with the geographical places where the tragedy had
unfolded, in the newly liberated lands of Eastern Europe after
the fall of communism. This implied also meeting and coming
to terms, not without difficulty, with the peoples of these lands,
whose elders had actually witnessed the extermination of their
Jewish neighbors (when they were not perceived as having abet-
ted it). This historical moment of commemoration with Jews
and non-Jews, coming together with clashing emotions to con-
front the Holocaust, has now come to an end. Ritualized en-
counters and educational programs continue, such as the teach-
ing of the Holocaust in European high school curriculums.!”
Conversely, young Israelis make organized trips to Poland to
see the death camps (trips now enlarged to include meetings
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with their young Polish peers in order to break antisemitic
but also anti-Polish stereotypes). Tourism in “Yiddishland” and
other cultural and artistic endeavors continue to flourish, thus
bringing back the presence of the Jewish absence in Eastern Eu-
rope. All of these activities are becoming traditions in their own
right, but they are inevitably routinized. There is no longer any
need for courageous dialogue.

The Zeitgeist has moved on. One can wonder whether today
the Holocaust has not sunk, once again, below the Israeli hori-
zon. It will surely return, not unlike Halley’s comet, in a more
distant future, but in a different incarnation: as one of those key
symbolic moments of an ever-longer ritualized and ahistorical
Jewish memory and no longer as a shared history, which by defi-
nition thrives on a dialectical movement of constant readings
and reinterpretations. The others in the Western world will con-
tinue to confront the Holocaust in an ongoing attempt to find
answers that can be used as universal lessons. Isracl, and with it
most of the Jewish world, will probably want to bring the Ho-
locaust back into its own Jewish ethnic fold, far from the world’s
madding crowd.

With its move into planetary cyberspace, Israel is transform-
ing the Holocaust into an emergency kit to be carried in its de-
localization. The number of Israelis for whom the Holocaust
belonged to their own family’s ancestral past is constantly de-
creasing. The vast majority of former Soviet immigrants came
to Israel without the Holocaust in their family baggage. The
same is true for those Sephardic Jews from North Africa, and
even more so for those Jews coming from Turkey, Iran, and Ye-
men, not to mention those who came from Ethiopia. Further-
more, the Ashkenazi ultraorthodox, who in their vast majority
did come from the Eastern European lands of near total exter-
mination, have always surrounded the Holocaust with a wall of
total silence, perceiving it as something shrouded in divine
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mystery, and certainly not as a moment that could be ecither
understood or explained by human reason. As for those North
and South American Jews who chose to settle in Israel, at times
for reasons of manifest destiny linked to “Judea and Samaria,”
they are the descendants of the vast East European immigra-
tion of the turn of the twentieth century. Their families had left
Europe well before the tragedy. Each of these groups thus pos-
sesses its own identity, its own future, and its own past it has
chosen to transcend.

Given this context, the Holocaust is fast becoming a memory
chip in the mental geography of Israel’s new generations, a da-
tabase that is always available but that no longer conditions, by
its omnipresence, the country’s programming. At Yad Vashem
more than a decade ago, I remembered seeing young recruits in
the Israeli army sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of a
life-size reproduction of a street in the Warsaw ghetto, with the
ghetto wall in the background. A guide was explaining to them
the historical horror, and they were listening to him like well-
behaved schoolchildren, in total silence. I had contemplated
these young recruits for several long minutes. They incarnated
so perfectly Israel’s many faces: some were black, others were
red-haired with freckles; some were blond with fair complex-
ions, others were dark-haired with olive skin, while still others
seemed particularly pale. One could not dream up of a better
metaphor for the ingathering of all the Jewish diasporas . . . but
this coming together had as a focal point, the pile of rifles they
had left outside. The Second Intifada had not yet begun; no
separation barrier prevented the Palestinians from entering Is-
rael’s cities, but the imprint of the ghetto, this time self-created,
had already configured the mental geography of these youths
who did not know and did not interact with any others.

I had evoked this scene on the spot with one of Yad Vashem’s
curators. Her reply was immediate: “We have all become Polish
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Jews” she told me, exhibiting a sense of despair, for she could
measure the irony of such a stance with respect to the original
Zionist project. The Holocaust these army recruits were absorb-
ing was detached from any historical reality. It had been chan-
neled into an entire people’s subconscious and transformed into
a timeless emotional grid. Its commemoration could no longer
serve as a moment of reconciliation between Israel and other
countries, a moment that could have brought Israel closer to
Europe by giving the Jewish state the sensation that it was no
longer alone and alienated from the international community.

We are thus faced with a major historical cleavage whose con-
sequences are primordial for both Israel and Europe. The dis-
appearance of the historical Holocaust from the Isracli horizon
is accompanying its move into its own identity orbit—at the very
same time when Europe has understood the historical impor-
tance of the old (and new) Jewish presence as avant-garde symbols
of its own pluralist modernity, with the Holocaust constitut-
ing the ultimate black abyss. Sad irony of history: from all over
Europe, the number of requests from individuals secking to have
parents, great-grandparents or other close contacts honored with
the title “Righteous” never ceases to grow. But this international
recognition of the Jewish concept of righteousness as universal
symbol of the loftiest human generosity is taking place when
Israel is turning its back to such recognition by perceiving itself as
a lone knight increasingly delegitimized and loathed by all. The
result: on one hand, the syndrome of the amputated limb, whose
absence/presence still evokes pain; on the other, a syndrome of a
new life without the baggage of the past. And between the two,
all the misunderstandings linked to a failed encounter between
History and Memory.

One of the most striking examples of this failed encounter
took place in 2001 when Yad Vashem took possession of nearly
all the wall frescoes the Polish Jewish artist and author Bruno
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Schulz had painted in 1942 for the children’s room of a Nazi
officer stationed in Drohobych, Schulz’s native city. The fres-
coes, hidden behind thick coats of paint, had been discovered
shortly before after nearly sixty years of oblivion. The Polish
and Ukrainian authorities (Drohobych is now in Ukraine), had
considered transforming the house of the Nazi officer into a cul-
tural center that would pay tribute to the city’s pluralist, includ-
ing Jewish, past, and in so doing honor the memory of Bruno
Schulz, who felt profoundly Jewish, Polish, and cosmopolitan.
Yad Vashem, claiming its moral right as the depository of the
Jewish people’s Holocaust past, took hold of the frescoes (liter-
ally in a fly-by-night operation that was compared to the freeing
of Israceli hostages in the Ugandan capital of Entebbe in 1976)
without asking the authorization of the Ukrainian government.
A major controversy ensued between those (among whom many
active Jews in the new Eastern Europe) who felt that Schulz’s
artistic patrimony should have remained in situ as a tribute to a
lost Jewish world but also as a symbol of a pluralist future.
These voices were pitted against all those who considered
Schulz’s oeuvre above all as the creation of a Jew who worked
almost literally as a slave at the behest of a Nazi officer, and
therefore a work that would not have existed without the Holo-
caust. Schulz’s frescoes in this reading epitomized the horror of
Jewish suffering and death and therefore had to be repatriated
as quickly as possible in the depository of Jewish Holocaust
memory at Yad Vashem. This position was made clear by lead-
ing Israeli intellectuals who scoffed at any attempt to keep the
frescoes in the Ukraine.'® In the end a compromise was found
between the upholders of the Jewish memory and the uphold-
ers of a future European pluralism. The frescoes were restored
by Yad Vashem but they remain formally the property of the
Ukrainian state, which officially has “lent” them to the Israeli

institution.
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The truth behind the story is far more ambiguous. Israel con-
siders itself as the sole depositary of Jewish memory, one that
is not contaminated by external forces. Jewish history, with its
inevitable interactions with other peoples, not to mention its
ties to a Europe that has understood the importance of the Jewish
contribution to its pedigree, can only be perceived as a secondary
national pursuit, a minor intellectual vocation with respect to the
memory needs of the Jewish state. My German friend does not
know it, but his existential raison d’¢tre is no longer compatible
with that of an Israel that shuns all attempts to turn it into a nor-
mal nation among others, preferring to isolate itself in its own
specificity.

It is late. Most dinner guests have left. The Lubavitch dinner
hosts and their acolytes are long gone, the businessmen as well.
Only the ultraorthodox couple inside with its heavy silences, and
a few late diners who are savoring the sweet night air, are still
there. My German friend and I step out onto Jaffa Road under
a starlit sky: he to return to his convent, I to my hotel . . . when
suddenly Jerusalem’s new streetcar appears, seemingly out of
nowhere. It advances in frightening silence, without passengers,
its seats still wrapped in plastic. It is being tested, for the city’s
inhabitants must learn to factor in its presence on a Jaffa Road
that has been totally transformed and cleared of all car traffic to
accommodate it. The tram’s stops must be synchronized with
the traffic lights and in order to ensure a smooth circulation,
the time it takes between stops must be carefully calculated. In
brief, one must rationalize a traffic flow that has never known
such mathematical precision. On both sides of Jaffa Road, peo-
ple in cafés are enjoying their ice creams and drinks. A bit further
down the road, the tram will turn left and begin the great descent
toward the Damascus Gate before heading out to the city’s
other Jewish neighborhoods. It will then turn the seemingly



174 Israel Has Moved

impossible into a banal reality: by opening its doors to both
Jewish and Arab residents of Jerusalem for a shared, even if short,
trip together. Is it the beginning of a dream? Will its techno-
logical reality turn into a political optical illusion? Will it make
history? No one knows. In eerie silence the tram moves on: ghost

ship of an enigmatic future.



10

STARGATE

A circular portal, dating back several thousand years, planted in
the middle of the Egyptian desert, on which are inscribed mys-
terious symbols all along its circumference, each pointing in a
very specific direction. This is the key object in Roland Emm-
erich’s 1994 film subsequently turned into several cult TV se-
ries under the name Stargate. In these intergalactic series, the
portal, discovered by an archeologist, turns out to have been in
the distant past a key communications instrument between
Earthlings and other living beings on other distant planets.
The archeologist, after having decrypted the portal’s mecha-
nism, realizes that it is still in working condition and can com-
municate with other portals across the galaxy. The portal be-
comes an ultrasecret military base because it allows Earthlings
to communicate with other worlds and to protect the Earth
from any intergalactic attack. The specialists who walk through
the portal can, by choosing a given destination, be immediately
transported into other civilizations and other time/spaces. For-
tunately they always manage to find the right portal to bring
them back safely to Earth, but only after having survived thrill-
ing and dangerous encounters.

I must have seen the original Stargate television series with
my children in the 1990s, for it suddenly pops up in my mind as
I walk around the circular departure lounge of Ben-Gurion
Airport. Can one think of the Israeli and Jewish travelers who
use the airport as the equivalents of intergalactic travelers
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connecting different worlds to their Eretz, literally the “Land/
Earth” in Hebrew? Back home I look up the Stargate series and
find the following definition:

The Earth, a newcomer at the intergalactic level, often behaves
like a bull in a china shop, by multiplying its awkwardness and
turning upside down a previously established millennial order, but
succeeding on the whole—and often at the very last minute—in
improving the general situation thanks to its new outlook and
thanks to the ingeniousness, humor, and pugnacity of'its explo-

ration teams.!

Replace “Earth” with Israel and “exploration teams” with
traveling Israelis and Jews, and the match fits perfectly.

Thanks to the VIP service of the President’s Conference, 1
was able to clear the police controls in less than fifteen minutes:
a true record that leaves me with another time record on my
hands: two hours before my flight. I use the hours to walk
around the vast circular hall, best defined as a functional shop-
ping mall with different corridors that take travelers to their
respective gates. I think of the Israelis who are getting ready to
depart as so many travelers about to cross the Stargate into
other worlds. On the other side, they will find planets with
other atmospheric pressures, other space/times, and above all,
other preoccupations. And these other worlds will reinforce the
Israeli conviction of being different and endowed with a special
destiny. For the cities displayed on the screens are not simple
geographical destinations. Each incarnates in Jewish terms ei-
ther a spent past, a complex present, or a possible future . . .
sometimes all three at once. None is neutral. All participate in
the great passionate drama of Israel in motion, Israel in the
world. Point the Stargate toward Moscow, Warsaw, Berlin, Am-
sterdam, Rome, London, Paris, Madrid, or Lisbon and glorious
and tragic pasts appear, combined with fertile and at times am-
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biguous presents. Point it toward New York, Los Angeles, Bue-
nos Aires, Sao Paulo, or Sidney and realms of ongoing hope
light up. Point it toward Singapore, Bangalore, or Shanghai and
an announced future pops up in the shape of a promising, but
also deforming, mirror. If only Beirut, Baghdad, Damascus,
Teheran, Cairo, Tunis, Tripoli, Casablanca, and Fez were an-
nounced, then the millennial Stargate would be complete.

As I meander in the vast hall, I am also struck by another
comparison: I feel I am in the middle of a panoramic screen
with 360-degree vision, the kind of screen that is used to replay
Napoleonic Wars or Civil War battles or in more peaceful terms
entire ecosystems—the Brazilian forest or the Antarctic—*“as if
you were there.” And I am there. With only one international
airport, all of Israel parades in front of me. I live a condensed
version of all of my stays, of all of my experiences, of the coun-
try’s past and future.

Clutching a handful of flyers, the man dressed in classic
black and white with a flowing white beard and a large black hat
paces in front of a white counter, behind which a large grey in-
scription spells “Lubavitch” (in English). He clearly knows how
to attract lost Jews, for he has an uncanny ability to seize their
gaze and to approach them with a large welcoming smile, even
in such an improbable place full of rushed travelers. The posi-
tion of his stand has certainly been chosen with great care. It is
next to a large toy store. Those who enter it must have some
link to children, otherwise they would not be buying toys: par-
ents, uncles and aunts, grandparents, cousins, friends. They are
the ideal targets for a Jewish lesson, because Judaism has been
defined since time immemorial by its transmission to future
generations. Its children must remain inside the Jewish tent for
the Jewish people to survive, and they will only do so if they
have a Jewish education. The cuddly toy or the Lego box should
remind their buyers of this sacred duty, and the men in black
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are there to refresh memories. I follow the Rebbe in action. He
never seems to give up. If no one comes toward him, he goes off
to greet anyone who happens to walk by.

A short and squat man walks by wearing a pair of stretch pants
and a blue T-shirt. It is hard not to notice him. He is a body-
builder and clearly strutting: with his military gait, his Ray-Ban
sunglasses perched on his suntanned forehead. It is impossible
to guess his origins: Soviet, North African, from the Caucasus,
European? They have all given way to a new entity, the sybaritic
Sabra. His body, unlike that of the Rebbe, who thinks of his
body as simply a divine vehicle for action, is clearly at the heart of
his entire identity: the mirror others must contemplate. The
bodybuilder walks by with his enlarged pectoral muscles, his taut
biceps and triceps in full display, every single abdominal muscle
sculpted to perfection, and all of this mass set off by a wasp’s
waist. I read the Internet address of his Tel Aviv club, in bold
white letters on the back of his T-shirt. He walks by the Lubavitch
counter, but his eyes do not meet those of the rabbi, whose back
is turned to him: a double nongaze of indifference.

The bodybuilder heads not toward the toy store but toward
the biggest sports store I have seen in my many years of airport
travel. One can only compare it to Ali Baba’s cavern. An impres-
sive collection of tennis and badminton rackets stands next to
one of the biggest selections of team shirts from the world’s
most important soccer clubs. Running shoes, sweatpants, and
sweatshirts fill many aisles, next to all sorts of swimsuits and div-
ing gear. Athletic supplements from pills to creams, muscle en-
hancers, pedometers, heart monitors, calorie counters stand next
to the cash registers to be bought on the spur of the moment
before the final checkout. The store contains everything one can
possibly want to perpetuate the Greek ideal of the Olympic
Games of yore—a tradition that was both proscribed and de-
spised by classical Judaism.
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Where does this need to display such a wild quantity of ath-
letic goods come from? Does Israel possess so many Saturday
athletes? I think back to the dialectic that prevailed in the late
nineteenth century, pitting pale-faced religious Jews against
athletic Jews who honed their muscles to better fend off antise-
mitic attacks and to counter stereotypes of stooped and weak
diasporic Jews. A century later, might this dialectic still be valid,
pitting the Rebbe against the bodybuilder? Or do they incarnate
two sides of the same Israeli coin, one deliberately pale, the
other deliberately suntanned, of a pacified identity in their com-
mon allegiance to the Israeli “www.’s?” I prefer the second alter-
native, with its stunning visual contrast. To each his life, with a
minor caveat: have all these running shoes bridged the gap be-
tween the old wandering Jew and the new traveling Israeli? In-
side, I notice an elderly ultraorthodox Jewish lady wearing a
scarf over her wig, who is trying on a pair of canvas sneakers,
surely to relieve the pain of her old feet . . .

I continue my panoramic tour. Next to the sports store, a
highly predictable boutique selling mobile phones, high-tech
goods, computers, tablets, and all sorts of musical gadgets wel-
comes the usual crowd, with one strange exception. Next to a
stack of catalogs at the back of the store one can spot refrigera-
tors, washers, and dryers: startling items one does not associate
with duty-free items in sealed plastic bags. But that is what they
are, despite their weight. Israeli travelers order them before
traveling abroad, and when they return they have them deliv-
ered to their home without having to pay the import duties.
This strange system dates back to the time when Israel was a
poor socialist state with very few consumer items on the market
and too few inhabitants to warrant the creation of its own appli-
ance and car industries. Times have changed, but Israel never
tried to catch up on this traditional industrial front. The coun-
try simply leapt over this mechanical phase to become a leading
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high-tech oasis. I am told it is even becoming a life-size testing
ground with electric plugs along its highways for Renault’s fu-
ture electric car. And this is how the old duty-free system en-
dures, underscoring one of Israel’s greatest strengths, its ability
to combine the best of different industrial epochs and historical
times. Two young couples, availing themselves of their trip over-
seas, are ordering appliances for their home.

The tour continues. A boutique selling tourist souvenirs
strikes me for the poverty of its shelves devoted to Christian
objects: a few votive candles, some small vials containing water
from the Jordan River; some olivewood crosses (without the
sculpted Christ), and some colorful earthenware decorated with
the Christian symbol of the fish—that is all. The rest of the
store is full of Jewish items, carthenware inscribed with Jewish
proverbs, small ritual objects, all sorts of Mezuzahs to hang
outside the house door, in compliance with the biblical com-
mandment to remember God and His Torah at all times, some
wooden spice boxes for the conclusion of the Shabbat. Piles of
loud-colored T-shirts with lettering that evokes all sorts of Jew-
ish jokes or conveys an alarming sense of hubris—“Americans
fear not! Tsahal is here to protect you”—complete the displays
along with all sorts of Jewish cookbooks and joke books, each
with its 100 ethnic and comic ways of being Jewish, brought
home by Jewish tourists as proof that they have indeed partici-
pated in Israel’s joyful ambiance. There is not a single Arab ob-
ject in sight, no textile, no earthenware bauble. For those one
had to have shopped in the eastern half of the Old City or in
Akko. Ben-Gurion is the planetary airport of the Jewish world
and its goal is to facilitate Jewishness. In the store I am struck
by one last detail. The Christian customers look at the souve-
nirs they are buying as if they had already been turned into ex
voti. No similar respect among the Jewish buyers: Jewish trin-
kets remain trinkets.
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The bookstore nearby is full of books in Hebrew and chil-
dren’s books on how to learn the language. For the non-Hebrew
reader, it is also a useful place to buy English translations of
nonacademic literary and historical works. One striking note:
very few books on the Holocaust and only by Israeli authors; no
German or European accounts. The horror has become home-
bound. Nor does one find many current affairs books. They are
not relevant for a country that is constantly living on the razor’s
edge. Literature and poetry, instead, hold center stage, and it is
no accident that Israeli writers are so well known around the
world: their work is forced to address burning topics and trag-
edies in a language that conveys both depth and uniqueness,
and achieves a universality our fatigued and flat Western set-
tings lack. The record store nearby focuses on Israeli music, rock,
and pop songs, and also sells the country’s top TV series and
films to all the Israelis living abroad who are nostalgic for their
culture and who want their children to grow up with it, so they
can feel at ease when they return.

When I reach the corner with the fast-food stands, which
juts out like a growth from the circular mall, I feel that some-
thing is missing from the usual airport fare. But I have to circle
the area twice before I realize what it is. There are no dimly lit
pubs in the airport: those faithful hideouts for travelers who
like to drink alcohol at all hours. Is this the final sociological
proof of what is often claimed, namely, that Jews drink infinitely
less than their Christian peers? The lack of pubs turns the food
plaza into a far healthier looking spot, as if it had been spared
life’s problems to be drowned out in alcohol—perhaps because
collective national problems have taken their place.

High-quality jewelry counters with precious stones, gold
bracelets, pearls, and even diamonds fill the center of the circu-
lar mall, right next to small stands that sell dates and sunflower
seeds—as if there were a logical link between the diamond-hard
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heritage of the Jewish merchants of Antwerp and the softness
of the sweet and plump dates dating back to the ancient biblical
tradition. A crowd of ultraorthodox Jews moves back and forth
between the two counters, clearly buying on both fronts. They
seem to stand in unison with their long black silk frock coats,
and they make me think, despite their beards, of young women
of yore, because they tote with utmost care large hatboxes that
protect their Shtreimls, the large fur hats worn on Shabbat. One
has to have seen several of these men, both young and old, go
through the security portals—their anxious eyes fixed on their
precious boxes, lest much to their horror they be confused—to
savor the sweet irony of this comparison and tradition.

“Tradition”: an overused term, with an inescapable other
connotation in the Jewish world. Is the boutique that sells little
flowered dresses with lace collars and sleeves, along with dainty
laced boots hearkening back to the 1900s, bell-shaped hats
reminiscent of the roaring 1920s, and Art Nouveau Gallé-style
lamps really surfing in all innocence on the wave of “retro”
fashion? Or does it reflect a certain Israeli nostalgia for a lost
world that was paradoxically easier, since without a state the
Jewish people had no national responsibilities? Recreating such
a world, even in an airport boutique, is hardly happenstance. I
contemplate the clients inside: young Israeli women with their
years of compulsory military service behind them who are touch-
ing the cute little dresses and trying on the boots, as if they
were in search of a lost old-world femininity with its spell-binding
scent.

Last stop in this circular odyssey: the elegant boutique that
sells silver ritual objects, some in pure silver, judging from the
price tags. The entire Jewish tradition is present on the shelves,
from the silver hand “yad” used to read the Torah scrolls in the
synagogue to the Seder Plates for Pesach, including fine silver
Shabbat candlesticks and the predictable eight-candle Menorah
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for Hanukkah. These artisanal items are not necessarily beau-
tiful: most are pompous in their heaviness and have nothing
in common with the elegant ultramodern-design ritual pieces
one can find in trendy boutiques, and even less with the splen-
did Jewish artifacts produced in Renaissance, Baroque, and
eighteenth-century Europe, most of which have found their way
into the ever-growing number of Jewish museums across the
continent. Heavy as they may be, these ritual objects still sym-
bolize the importance of Jewish ritual and convey a very moving
sense of tradition, not unlike a heavy old aunt with a stiff gait.
They make for imposing wedding presents when new Jewish
households are created.

In this boutique my gaze falls on a most impressive object,
given its size and symbolism: a silver version of the seven-armed
menorah, as big and as tall as the golden one installed by the
members of the Temple Institute on the steps leading to the
Kotel. This silver version is for sale, but its hefty price is not vis-
ible since there is no price tag on it.

What an ironic setting: a life-size menorah for sale, standing
in an airport concourse, and ready to leave Israel with whom-
ever buys it—in a far more benign trip than that of the original,
which accompanied the Jewish contingents who were taken to
Rome as slaves after the destruction of the Second Temple, be-
fore they and it were immortalized on the Arch of Titus in the
Roman Forum. Am I privy to frozen time, annihilated time,
transcended time, repeated time, or born-again time? Does this
imposing menorah prove that the Jewish people have surmounted
this political rupture thanks to the existence of the State of
Israel? Or on the contrary does its very presence prove that they
still cannot overcome it and continue to live in fear that it may
be repeated?

The long concourse leading to the departure hall is covered
with reproductions of Jewish Agency posters spanning the years
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both before and after the creation of Israel, posters meant to
kick off'its annual campaigns on behalf of the Jewish settlement.
The first posters go back to the 1930s. The menorah is ubiqui-
tous in all of them. It contemplates the efforts of the first pio-
neers who tilled a harsh land; those who built the cranes that
serviced the ports; those who created the first airline fleet; the
first youth organizations; the first military battalions; the first
hospitals; the first kindergartens and schools. Looking at the
youth of the protagonists, their confident smiles as they look out
toward a radiant future, one can easily think the concourse is
devoted to Soviet nostalgia: same years, same hopes. A spectacu-
lar portrait of an Israel in the making whose epic efforts brought
the state into existence, now turned into a distant past.

In the departure hall, the silver menorah, however, evokes
far more ancient and complex worlds. I have the feeling that it is
the instrument that activates the Stargate, opening it to the in-
finity of other worlds. Point it toward any of the destinations,
and whoever crosses through it will be carried into other planets.
Turn the menorah toward its origins and one is instantly trans-
ported back to the Moses in the desert, but also to the Ashkenazi
rabbi who at the President’s Conference refused all conversions.
If you turn it toward the Temple Mount, you are instantly trans-
ported into the glorious epoch the extremists willing to blow
up the Dome of the Rock seek to restore. Turn it toward Rome
and one embarks on the long tale of diasporic suffering under-
pinning the official ideology of the state, so well incarnated by
the license plates on the car of Israel’s president. Put it on the
bodybuilder’s T-shirt and the menorah will incarnate everyday
modernity. Transform it into an official logo on a diplomatic
attaché case or on a uniform and it will incarnate state power.
Paste it on a citrus fruit, and it will incarnate Israel’s early agricul-
tural ideals.
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But put the menorah next to the Star of David, not the one
that adorns the Israeli flag but the one that covers all the Torah
mantles and the frontispieces of synagogues around the world,
and the menorah will lose its power and intensity. The Star
of David incarnates the religious emotion and continuity of the
Jewish people who survived before the creation of the Israeli
state in the four corners of the world—and who are slowly re-
creating this global presence.

The ultraorthodox man with his hatbox taking the corridor
toward the New York gate will be heading to his other home in
Brooklyn in what is the continuation of his Israeli space . . . but
he could just as easily head toward the Ukraine to pray on the
tombs of his Hassidic saints, or to Hong Kong in his own com-
munity. The secular Israeli who was born in America with his
attaché case and his cellphone will land among his professional
peers in a New York City that has little in common with the city
a left-wing Israeli-born academic seeks to integrate. The Lubavitch
Rebbe heading out toward Mumbai may be in the same plane
with the I'T specialists heading out to Bangalore, but, not unlike
Einstein’s train passengers, they will not be traveling in the same
space/time. Their portals will be different, and it is unclear
whose past will be the other’s future. The bodybuilder will dis-
play his muscles in a Russian competition, but he will not meet
those former Soviet Jews who are returning to their ancient
homeland for business deals. The historian of the Holocaust
will travel to the same Berlin as the contemporary Israeli artist,
but obsessed with the past he will not travel in the same circles as
she who is obsessed with the wounds of the Israeli present. The
Israeli tourist touring Europe on his holidays will not feel the
same vibrations as the non-native Israeli citizen who returns to
the land of his youth. And what is one to make of the left-wing
Israeli journalist who has written the equivalent of a “Persian
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letter” from the calm of a Swedish island?? Is Israel the Bach of
nations, uniquely able to invent its own infinite variations?

At the last minute, almost by miracle, all those non-Jewish oth-
ers one has lost sight of in Israel converge at the gates, ready to
take off for home: an Italian priest with his flock, a group of
Armenian nuns, Protestant pilgrims, foreign diplomats, Asian
tourists, Filipinos heading for home. They have of course walked
on the same Israeli soil as the Jews, but on some other archeo-
logical layer and with a mental and geographic map guided by
another North Star. Theirs are parallel itineraries without high-
way exchanges, for the Jewish vibrations and the internal his-
torical codes, which despite its modernity continue to inhabit
this departure hall, produce an inaudible sound to an outsider’s
ear. This is the same sound that will, sooner or later, induce most
Israelis living abroad to return home, to their Land/Earth, in
order to fully grasp it and to breathe freely its rarefied air.

Suddenly this metaphysical horizon darkens, and the “abso-
lute other,” the everyday neighbor, appears in the distance. At
the duty-free exit, mundane as all others in the world where one
buys alcohol, cigarettes, and perfumes, I notice two Arab Israeli
women: an elderly one in a djellaba and her daughter in blue
jeans, both wearing hijabs. They slowly head toward the flight
that will take them to New York, where their son and brother is
surely waiting for them, an Israeli not quite like the others, who
has now joined the vast community of young Palestinians who
have left these enigmatic lands where hope is wanting.

I am completely stunned by the presence of these two women.
They stand there where one no longer expects to see them, not
unlike miscast film extras stumbling into the wrong studio.
They speak to each other in Arabic, and this language, which
should be so familiar, given Israel’s location, sounds terribly
exotic as if it were little more than the garbled sounds captured
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by powerful antennas in search of distant stars. The two women
walk slowly, holding on tightly to their newly bought perfumes,
not unlike explorers in a vast terra incognita, anything but at
home.

The Israeli Stargate, so powerfully open to other worlds and
other space/times, suddenly becomes little more than a rear-
view mirror with its inevitable blind spot, unable to see the fast-
approaching earthly neighbor.

Last take.



EPILOGUE: ISRAEL QUO VADIS?

Throughout this book, I have referred to Israel’s “move” in
symbolic and psychological terms in order to describe a country
that thought of itself well beyond its still contested borders.
The time has come to ask: Where exactly is Israel “moving to”?

To a satellite in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, if one were
to judge by the welcoming logo on the video screens of the
2012 Israeli “Facing Tomorrow” Presidential Conference. The
eyes of the beholder zoomed in on the vast body of water halt-
way between the American West Coast on the right and the
Chinese Coast on the left. No trace of Israel as a territorial entity,
of the Middle East, of Europe, or even for that matter of the
East Coast (as if Washington, D.C., were no longer relevant):
Israel’s future dematerialized.

If one returns instead to Isracl’s terrestrial dimension, one
can ask with some provocation whether the entire country might
not go through the Stargate of Ben-Gurion Airport. That would
be the greatest hope of those extremist Islamists around the
world for whom the Jews in Palestine are only impostors and
usurpers who have broken the unity of the Muslim Ummah.
On this count, charter flights would certainly be less apocalyptic
that the classic rhetorical invocation of some Arabs and Muslims
of “throwing the Jews into the sea.”

A collective departure toward other horizons might just
prove acceptable to an international community that, under
the guidance of newly emerging powers and in the context of
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repeated economic crises, would have reverted to enlightened
authoritarianism far from the humanist, democratic, and uni-
versal values of the old continents (in the plural to include all
countries with a Western heritage).

It is easy to imagine that those Jews for whom Zionism con-
sisted mainly in bringing these values to a sovereign Jewish
people might choose to return to the West, be it European,
North American, Australian, or even nowadays, Latin American.
Such Israelis abroad could form Hebraic communities linked
through the Internet and through constant travel, while being
fully integrated in their respective democratic settings. Israel’s
academics and artists, businessmen and scientists, already so om-
nipresent in Europe and in America, would become the avant-
gardes of such a movement. Europe, it goes without saying, would
benefit more than others from such a move, which would bring
a renaissance to its aging structures.

Nor should one forget the impressive group of secular Rus-
sians, not terribly concerned by democratic values and mainly
interested in business with its frequent cortege of corruption.
Such a group could move again, this time freely, to Birobidzhan,
the autonomous region Stalin had “given” to the Jews in 1934.
Near the Chinese border, thus at a stone’s throw from the eco-
nomic giant, this region would be center stage in a new planetary
boom. It could become the last creative rampart of the “White”
or at least “non-Han” man, with the Jews as active intermediar-
ies, thanks to the numerous (new) Jewish communities that will
one day emerge inside China itself!

Nor should one exclude from such a “move” the ultraortho-
dox Jews. They will navigate around the globe and among
continents as true experts, held together by their Law and its
multiple compulsory practices, and totally indifferent to the
diversity of political contexts. Their only concern: to be able to
keep their identity, to live among themselves and according to
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their principles. This right, traditionally guaranteed by the Prince,
will allow them to flourish under all types of intelligent authori-
tarian regimes.

Let there be no misunderstanding. I am not envisaging, much
less advocating, the end of Israel, but instead imagining its evo-
lution, its expansion beyond its current limits—an expansion
that bears no connection to Tsahal’s tanks but is the child of a
vast Jewish and Israeli planetary movement based on constant
travel and return trips. In such a scenario, Israel would became
a base camp, an ongoing reference point, even a pied a terre, for
the Jewish people, for barring catastrophes no Israeli or Jew in
the world would ever want to definitively leave it. Life is mean-
ingful and beautiful in Tel Aviv and in Jerusalem.? But in all
three scenarios, there is no need to pursue the rhetoric of vast
(and occupied) spaces. Like the new towers in Tel Aviv, Israel
could think of itself as a vertical co-op with compact lands inside
the Green Line.

As the saying goes, “one cannot have one’s cake and eat it
to0o.” If, as I have tried to show in this book, fewer and fewer
Israelis seriously envisage a two-state solution for the future—a
wonderful and somewhat distracted mantra of an international
community that never seriously gave itself the means to imple-
ment it with the necessary pressure—then one must confront a
bitter truth: the current pleasant status quo (for Israeli Jews)
cannot last forever.? History and people are always on the move,
not necessarily in the ideal direction of peace and progress, but
they are on the move.

Today’s Israel, dashing toward the future with an incredible
creative energy but also with a self-satisfaction bordering on
hubris will not be able to endure in its current setting. The
summer of tent protests and the autumn of United Nations
votes in 2011 passed with no tangible results, before the cur-
rent prolonged hibernation. But what will the future bring?
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Some who belong to Israel’s old left, so terribly marginalized
since the end of the Oslo peace process, but now reinvigorated
with new younger recruits, are beginning to evoke new solu-
tions beyond the two-state vision. They are proposing confed-
eral projects: two states united at the top by some kind of fed-
eral organism to strengthen the continuity between Jewish and
Arab settlements. On this count they have Palestinian interloc-
utors who are thinking along similar lines.* No one harbors any
illusions, however. The Israeli army, now fully penetrated bot-
tom-up by religious nationalists, will not remove a single inhab-
itant from the smallest settlement in “Judea and Samaria.” The
shock of what happened in Gaza after Israel’s withdrawal has
destroyed the prospects of any similar policy in the West Bank.
The dream of Ramallah with its start-up nation is also slowly
disappearing because Palestine is dissolving into an ever more
confined and patchy space. Besides, who would want a coun-
try without territorial contiguity? The example of Nagorno-
Karabakh is hardly encouraging. As a result the country may be
entering into a war of attrition.®

A confederation? Israel is not Switzerland. One can only
hope that no one will try to recreate a setting worthy of the
Dayton Accords, a lame solution imposed by Richard Holbrooke
in order to put an end to the bloody Yugoslav wars, but in a
manner that went against every postwar European principle.
Bosnia was organized politically along three ethnic and confes-
sional lines: Croat Catholic, Serb Orthodox, and Bosnian Mus-
lim as three Legos of a still tottering artificial edifice. The out-
come was worthy of Europe’s worst prewar specters: Jakob Finci,
a Jewish citizen of Sarajevo, who during the civil war presided
over the newly rebuilt Jewish charity organization, La Benevo-
lencia, that delivered first aid, food, and medicines in all sectors
of the besieged city, was unable to run for president of the Bos-
nian Confederation, despite his wide popularity in the country,
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because he belonged to none of its three official ethnic-religious
groups.’

If no political solution is found to enable Israelis and Pales-
tinians to live together, who will remain on these contested
lands? The Israeli ultranationalists will stay on, faithful to the
Masada tradition, with the fortress becoming once again the
last rampart of an existential “no” rather than a sublime opera
set for trendy cosmopolitans. The ultrareligious nationalists can
even find a modus vivendi with their Muslim equivalents around
the burning bush. Buttressed by their Torah and their Koran,
they can then invoke what an ultrareligious philosopher told me
recently, namely, that Ishmael and Isaac buried their father
Abraham together. In terms of daily life, these ultrareligious
can get along, given their common desire to seclude men and
women in ever more separate and rigid contexts. I am also told
that these two groups now share the same tram and often buy
staples in the same low-cost shops . .. perhaps as involuntary
partners in a new grassroots daily life in twenty-first-century
Jerusalem, although other accounts are far less optimistic.”

But what about all the others? All those who do not have
the privilege of possessing a second passport, who are not suffi-
ciently educated to aspire to ever more globalized careers and
opportunities, who have no access to the elite scientific corps of
the army with their concomitant protection from the dangers of
the front, or who cannot enter the lofty realm of Israeli cyber-
space? Simple foot soldiers of a static situation, they have inher-
ited the choices made by their parents, grandparents, and now
even great-grandparents to move to Israel in order to live in a
normal state. But this long-sought-for normality is still elusive.?

Will they want to live in a pied a terre? Will they accept to
blend inside the region with the hope of one day being able to
travel across it through a renewed Stargate linked to the ancient
glorious pasts of a Jewish presence at the heart of the Arab
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world? Will they leave the country to return “home” to the West?
Will they bring Israel toward a new, far more ethnic, Asian hori-
zon? No one can portend the future.

I have written this book with all of these nonprivileged Is-
raelis in mind, in the hope that they may through their political
participation bring Israel back to its earlier modesty and its hu-
manistic values, before it is too late.






NOTES

INTRODUCTION

Note: All translations are mine, unless otherwise noted.

1. The boycott was covered extensively. See, for instance, Robert
Daniel, “Tempest in a Tub: Israel’s Cottage Cheese Wars,” Wall Street
Journal, June 16, 2011.
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(emphasis added). The paper can be found at www.jppi.org.il.

2

5. “Israel Hits 7.2 Billion Dollars in Army Exports,” www.upi
.com, June 17, 2011. This sum was also reported in an Isracli website
appropriately titled www.spacewar.com (“Isracl’s Military Exports
Reach 7.2 Billion Dollars,” June 17, 2011).

6. This attitude was best summarized in a timely article by Brad-

ley Burston, “The Holocaust Means Never Having to Say You Are
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Sorry,” Haaretz, June 5, 2012. The author places Israel’s military
overreaction to the flotilla seeking to challenge the Gaza blockade in
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ish ship, the Marmara, on May 31, 2010, killing several Turks in the
process.
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is to be found mainly among the ultrareligious right. See Michael Wal-
zer, Menachem Lorberbaum, Noam J. Zohar, and Yair Lorberbaum,
eds., The Jewish Political Tradition, 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2000, 2003).
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the Black Death (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).
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Maissen and Fania Oz-Salzberger (Brighton, MA: Academic Studies
Press, 2012). An carlier version appeared in French as “ ‘Plus jamais ¢a’
Europe-Israel: Les malentendus,”” Le Débat, no. 161 (September—
October 2010): 144-157.

10. T was able to experience firsthand this change of film scenarios
when I participated in the June 2011 President’s Conference in Jeru-
salem, hosted by Israeli president Shimon Peres. These yearly Davos-
like meetings bring together Jewish and Israeli political, business,
intellectual, and scientific elites to discuss the theme of “Facing To-
morrow.” In June 2011, during a plenary session on “Global Perspec-
tives for Tomorrow,” the public of several hundred participants re-
mained in stony silence without the slightest applause when Denis

Ross, the American diplomat who worked most fervently for an
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Isracli-Palestinian peace process, announced that he was bringing the
good tidings and warmest wishes of President Obama. The partici-
pants instead gave an ovation to the Chinese minister of culture, who
was welcomed like a grand dignitary from another epoch, after he
delivered a diplomatically rigid and set speech on China’s national
identity and quest for international harmony based on traditional Con-

fucian values.
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tional religious Zionists) and the modern orthodox, not to mention
the Lubavichers, are increasingly blurred. New permutations are al-
ways emerging inside a rapidly changing Israeli society where religious
identities, nationalist feelings, and social and political choices seem to
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ties that now exist between the two countries and their peoples, one of
history’s most rapid turnabouts when one remembers the “Free Soviet
Jewry” movement that was the rallying cry of the entire Jewish world
in the 1970s and 1980s.
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Turns Director and Scriptwriter in New Film Hajar,” Haaretz, Au-
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don: HarperPerennial, 20006).
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3. On this count, see these diametrically opposing views: Avraham
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