Yossi Ben-Artzi

Israel and Europe – a framework for discussion

1.  Some opening remarks:

– A remark of thankfulness to Hermann Kuhn and Inge Marßolek, and to all participants:   

– for the initiative to hold this meeting;

– for the warm hospitality;

– for your friendship and your care.

And I wish us all a pleasant and fruitful workshop and discussions.

In my opening survey I'll try to draft here a kind of a framework for our later discussions, which will be a bit distant from my field of expertise, the field of historical-geography. This is exactly what I try to avoid in this case, meaning the historical facets of this issue, since we would like to stick to the recent situation, without the convenience of an academic historical outlook. What I'll try to do, is to suggest a general view of the ways through which Israelis and Europeans look at each other, and to describe the situation we reached in the relationship between Israel and Europe, a situation which troubled us and brought about organizing this workshop.

I. The European view – in Israeli eyes

–  The view from Europe is, to my best understanding; a most complicated one, and composed from a variety of considerations and political factors which create a puzzle for those who ask to understand how Europe and Europeans behave toward Israel. The main layers or circles which we may identify are:

1. The global political EU-interests and concerns.

2. The Middle East EU-interests and aspirations.

The global interests of the European community lead to a policy of building-up a balanced power to USA, so there is a tendency to present in many cases another or an alternative position of Europe in contrast to that of USA. The economic competition between these powers, the political differences and the will to represent an independent policy, has a lot of impact also on the relations between Europe and Israel.

This is very clear and transparent while observing the Middle Eastern policy of Europe, and not only in the Iraq case, but mainly in the case of the Palestinian- Israeli conflict.

For many Israelis, this side of the picture is like an unseen factor, and they tend to judge Europe as an un-fair side while dealing with the conflict.

– The moral perceptions of the Europeans regarding Israel and the conflict must also be revealed while discussing these relationships. For Israelis, the Europeans are totally wrong, since they look at the situation in the Middle East as if Israel is now the strong side in this conflict. Israel is the occupier, the depressor and actually the modern Goliath, while the Arabs, specially the Palestinians are the nowadays David!! So, if Israel is the strong side, the politicians and the ordinary people tend to support the weak side, the underdog, the Palestinians in this case. This is why the world, including or specially Europe, demand from the ''strong'' side – Israel – one-sided demands and gestures: withdrawing from the territories, stop military operations and recognition in the Palestinian Authority as a negotiable partner, while demanding nothing from the Palestinian people or authorities.

Moreover, in Israeli eyes this is first of all a fully misunderstanding of the real balance of powers, and a great hypocrisy. First of all, Israel is strong, but she has to be strong due to the fact, which was not changed basically from 1947 on, that she is surrounded by hundreds of millions of hostile Arabs and hostile countries and organization. The Arabs still do not accept Israel as a Jewish state in the middle of their realm, with the exception of Egypt and Jordan. There is not an equal balance of power, while taking into account the real power of the Arab world which Israel must confront. The demography, the resources and the huge geographical space are not to be comparing between the two sides of the broader conflict. From this perspective, Israel is still David, and the Europeans don't realize it correctly, so they demand from Israel everything – while demanding nothing from the Arab states, the Palestinians or even from themselves while being in the same situation of in a terror attack. Israelis identify in this attitude of Europe and Europeans an inner contradictory and a ''double moral'' approach. 

Yet, on the other hand, it is clear to the Israelis that the Europeans commitment to the existence of Israel and for its survival is strong and valid, especially due to the past and to the moral debt of Europe to Jews and Israel after the second WW. This is exactly why Israelis tend to be angry toward Europe: you know better then anyone else what happened to us, so why don't you understand our sense of persecution and terrorized?

While dealing with European attitude toward Israel, there is a tendency to differentiate between politicians, intellectuals and the public opinion of the crowds. The politicians are being suspected by Israelis to suffer from all possible biases toward Israel, due to their political bounds as described above. The Intellectuals, the Elite strata, are being suspected by Israelis as the most hostile factor in the European society. They, according to the sight from Israel, changed their mind toward Israel, abandoned historical perspectives, and tend to bind Israel with all bad ''ism'' in the globe: Imperialism, colonialism, Orientalism, and they suffer from all bad impacts of the post-modernistic methodology: Relativism enables this Elite to adopt the Palestinian narrative without connection to reality, to historical facts or to recent events. And, the ordinary public opinion is being perceived by Israelis as being manipulated by the hostile media, which in its turn is affected by the academic Elite and serve it in a symbiotic manner. Beside, many Israelis do believe that the masses in Europe are anti-Semitic from their “mother milk”, and nothing will change it: they were patient and tolerated as long as the Jews and Israel were the underdog and the weak side, now they are free to expose their real face. And, they have good excuses: You the Jews, who suffered so much from persecutions, discriminations and killings, you are now doing the same – once you are the strong and you have the power to do such thing to the ''other''. 

There are, of course, many people and may be even the majority among the Europeans who don't connect every evil in the world to Israel, but this is what Israelis hear and watch on their screens. At the end of the day, it does have a strong impact in shaping the Israeli public opinion and their attitude toward Europe and the role of Europe on the political arena.

A most negative development in this context happened during the last 3 years among European academics, who make efforts to put pressure on Israel throughout their call for academic boycott on Israeli universities, on Israeli academics and on allocating research grants to Israeli institutions. Doing so, unfortunately being encouraged by a few Israeli scientists, they aspire to isolate Israel in the international community, as apart of a hidden agenda. This agenda appears from time to time in clear and public calls, and under the lines in some other cases. The main item on this agenda, as it seems, is to terminate the very existence of Israel as an independent Jewish state. Some of the leading figures in this context say and write loud and clear that the declaration of the Jewish state and the establishment of which under international wings was a historical mistake, which must be rectified as soon as possible. They claim that Israel's existence came on account of the Palestinians, and as long as it exists - it makes a huge moral harm and risks the world peaceful situation…

Next step was, as we have all noticed, that in some recent polls it came up that the majority of Europeans and above all in Germany, ranking Israel as number 1 in risking the world peace and security!! Number 1! This is not anymore Bin-laden, neither any other terrorists who threatens Europe, but Israel! Hence, from all points of view, the call for termination the state of Israel became a legitimate matter of speaks, and this looks to many Israelis as the contribution of the European intellectual elite. This is for itself a good reason for conducting meetings like we do here.

II. The view from Israel 

The view from Israel was already revealed while discussing the above points I made. Unfortunately, the Israelis tend to combine all of which to one simple and superficial image of Europeans and Europe: they hate us, they always persecuted us and they have now the opportunity to expose their traditional anti-Semitism in a “new dress” – the policy against Israel. Evidences to this identification are the waves of violence against Jews in Europe, mainly in France, but all over the EU.

Israelis, like most of other peoples do not try to analyze too much the deep process, especially after being criticized brutally during the last 3 and a half years. They, even the traditionally 'peace camp' members, developed a self-defense mechanisms of a 'conditioned' anti – European attitude, since the blames are thrown on Israel by the Europeans do not differentiate between Israel and the government of Israel, which are not  identical. The policy of the government does not necessary reflect the variety of opinions and voices among the Israelis, yet all of them are being blamed as supporters of this policy, hence the call to terminate the existence of Israel offends significantly all Israelis, the peace camp included…

For most of the Israelis the Europeans are being perceived clearly as:

– “Cold blood” opportunists and interesants – who cares only for their peaceful life and mercantile pursuits;

– The Europeans forgot: who is small and who is big in the ME;                                                                                      who is threatened permanently by his neighbors; who is being terrorized for three years; who accepted and who denied the UN partition plan and who invaded Palestine in order to prevent its implementation. The desperation of too much of Israelis from the Europeans is very deep, many of them to tend to say: it is a lost case, leave it aside, we don't need them and they don't want us, and this is not only “vox populi” but also frequent remarks of leading politicians.  

My colleagues will discuss later on the close linkages and mutual interests of Europe and Israel, but it seems to me that exactly in this point, comes our turn to be involved: to act intensively in order to change these views fro both sides. 

III. Summing up

So if to sum up for this minute, before going on with our discussions and deliberations, I think that on the background of Hermann's and my own opening surveys, we gathered her for good reasons and we have a lot to do regarding the issues both of us elaborated:

– We do care about such an Israeli public opinion and common convictions regarding Europe and Europeans.

– We do care about Europe and Israel and about their joint destiny (and past).

– We do think that there is a lot in common.

– We relies that Europe is a good example for Israel in many fields, like in culture, in economy, in democratic models, in social welfare, in science and in many other ways Europe succeeded in shaping a prosperous society which is not an imitation of the American version.

We know that the images of both sides are twisted and manipulated, and do not reflect the genuine situation, so we can't let the destruction of all that have been created and achieved in the last decades. We have to talk, to conduct as much as possible conferences and meetings, and to act among our own societies in order to prevent the recent developments from ruining every thing we shared. It is too important for both sides, so let's be a part of those who try to be constructive – rather than destructive, LET'S TALK!!!

