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Introduction

1. Argument

At an Intelligence Squared (IQ2) debate on September 16th 2008, in London, Dan Gillerman, ex-Israeli Ambassador to the United Nations (UN), accused Mustafa Barghouti (Palestinian democracy and human rights activist, challenger to Mahmoud Abbas in the 2005 elections and ex-Information Minister of Palestine) and Hanan Ashwari (Palestinian legislator, human rights activist and member of the Palestinian Legislative Council), of believing that they [the Palestinians] have a “monopoly on suffering”. This comment is symptomatic of the battle for victimhood between the Israelis and the Palestinians – each disputing which party is the most aggrieved, which suffers the most, and therefore which one has the moral high ground and is most deserving of external support.  These competing narratives of victimhood are evident in peoples’ voices – whether official pronouncements, expert opinions, or individual testimonials, which are reflected in various media -- the press, online, books, TV, etc... Whether genuine or self-serving (and they are often both), these narratives not only help define identities, but have a profound impact on the policies and actions of each side.  This essay contends that it is only when these narratives are acknowledged as legitimate by each side, and then transcended, that there can be any hope for reconciliation. 
2. Methodology

This essay has examined narratives of victimhood based on Palestinian, Israeli and Jewish voices as expressed through individual testimonials, opinions, and official pronouncements. It has found these voices in the press, online, and secondary works.  In terms of the press, it has focussed mainly (but not exclusively) on the web sites of Haaretz, The New York Times (NYT) and the Electronic Intifada (EI), in order to draw from Israeli, US and Palestinian information sources.  This selection was not entirely satisfactory, given that Haaretz and NYT are more mainstream than EI, however EI is a reputable source of information on the conflict in English, featuring opinions from top quality contributors.  Haaretz is the most liberal of the mainstream papers in Israel, therefore of a particular slant, however it is in English, and its reputation for quality and balance made it the preferred choice over the Jerusalem Post.  This essay has also drawn from several secondary works featuring extensive interviews with Israelis and Palestinians, notably “Occupied Minds: A journey Through the Israeli Psyche” (Neslen 2006) and “Israeli and Palestinian Voices: A Dialogue with both sides” (Sultan 2006).  A good source for official Israeli pronouncements was its Ministry of Foreign Affair’s website. It was more difficult to locate a good source for official Palestinian pronouncements in English, given the fragmentation of sites.  Other excellent online sources were the ones featuring “alternative” Israeli narratives, such as B’Tselem and Peace Now.  Finally, extensive secondary sources (books and online sources) on the subject of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict were consulted, with subjects ranging from media, to political science, history, psychology and sociology. 
The essay has quoted these voices fairly extensively, in order to let the voices speak for themselves, in a symbolic gesture of empowering the victims, since “the person who is being victimized gets the clear message that they have no power. People with no power have no voice. People with no voice believe themselves to be invalid” (Collins:1997,55).
Narratives of victimhood are not generally tied to a particular event, hence this essay has focused on articles relating to the conflict mainly from 2007-2008. The interviews from secondary material mostly took place between 2000 and 2006. 
A “narrative” is “a spoken or written account of connected events” (Concise Oxford Dictionary). In this essay, it will be used interchangeably with “voice”, though “voice” tends to be more personal, while “narrative” tends to be more institutional and universal.

3. Outline

This essay will examine in a first part the narratives of victimhood on both sides – what Israelis and Palestinians are saying in relation to their perceived predicament; followed by an analysis of the relationship between these narratives and facts; and then will examine the battle over narratives. 


In a second part, this essay will analyse the purposes of these narratives – examining to what ends they have developed.  
In a third part, it will analyse the effects of narratives of victimhood on identity, action, and policy. 
In a fourth part, it will examine the implications of these narratives for reconciliation and peace, and analyse the conditions required to advance peace. 
And in conclusion, this essay will emphasize the need to use these narratives of victimhood as instruments for promoting peace, rather than as tools to further territorial and national agendas. 
I. Competing Narratives of

       Victimhood
Palestinians and Israelis have in common a strong perception of being victims of persecution and injustice.  Indeed, listening to their narratives as expressed in various media, both parties are locked in a battle for victimhood, each side feeling that their victimhood trumps the other side’s, and therefore warrants more moral and physical support from the outside world.  These narratives are sometimes expressions of genuine feeling, sometimes calculated expressions designed to achieve certain goals, as will be seen in part two. 
1.  Israeli Narratives of victimhood

It is important to note the distinction between Israeli and Diaspora Jewish voices. This essay will mainly focus on Israeli voices, however it will often include Jewish voices from the Diaspora, mainly from the United States (US), as these have a profound influence on Israeli narratives, as well as on the international public sphere.   

The State of Israel was built on narratives of victimhood: indeed, the father of Zionism, Theodore Herzl, sought to create a safe haven for the Jews in light of their persecution in 19th century Europe. He was not driven by religious considerations, since he contemplated other countries such as Argentina and Uganda for the Jewish homeland (Nimni 2003:118). When the state of Israel was backed by the UN partition plan in 1947 it was on the basis of Holocaust victimhood, and the narrative of Jewish victimhood continues to this day to legitimize the national project of the Jewish State.  Israel’s Declaration of Independence contends that “The Holocaust... in which millions of Jews in Europe were forced to slaughter again proved beyond doubt the compelling need to solve the problem of Jewish homelessness and dependence by the renewal of the Jewish state in the land of Israel, which would open wide the gates of the homeland to every Jew” (Waxman 2006:35). Narratives of victimhood have thus been instrumental in the formation and empowerment of the Jewish State and some of their constitutive elements are examined below. 
a.  The Perpetual Victim
Israel’s narrative of victimhood draws its strength mainly from the past, from Masada in the first century AD to the Pogroms in the 19th century, culminating in the ultimate victimhood of the Jews during the Holocaust in the 20th century.  Abba Eban, the Israeli diplomat, describes this sense of victimhood just before the 1967 war: “When we looked out at the world we saw it divided between those who wanted to see us destroyed and those who would not raise a finger to prevent it from happening” (Waxman 2006:48). And Golda Meir claimed the Jews have a “Masada complex”, a “pogrom complex”, and a “Hitler complex” (Waxman 2006:49).
Existential anxiety 
	The Jews have suffered tremendously throughout history. Many share an existential angst about death, and a deep fear, regardless of their current circumstances, that their safety and existence are under threat.   The trauma of the Holocaust, one of the worst crimes against humanity in history, is deeply engrained in the Israeli and Jewish psyche and many feel that a second Holocaust, or a destruction of the State of Israel, is a very real possibility. They feel beleaguered by their position in the Middle East, being surrounded by regimes exhibiting varying degrees of hostility.   For instance Israel’s Deputy Prime Minister Shaul Mofaz, speaks of “existential” threat from a nuclear Iran, and said in August 2008: "Israel will not let a second Holocaust happen” (03/08/2008, Mofaz on Iran: “We won't allow a second Holocaust to occur”, News Agencies and Haaretz Service). In May 2008, Gabi Ashkenazi, the Lieutenant-General of the Israel Defence Force (IDF) spoke at Auschwitz saying: “After sixty years of independence, the existence of an independent Jewish state is not a fact that should be taken for granted. Even today, in our region of the world, voices are heard calling for the destruction of the State of Israel. Even today, we have to continue the struggle for our right to maintain a national home and safe haven for the Jewish people in their land” (http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Anti-Semitism+and+the+Holocaust/Documents+and+communiques/Speech%20by%20the%20IDF%20Chief%20of%20the%20General%20Staff%20for%20the%20March%20of%20the%20Living%201-May-2008). 
The Holocaust is so engrained in the Israeli and Jewish psyche, that it has become the reference point for all other forms of suffering, as evidenced by Deputy Defence Minister Matan Vilnai’s rather clumsy reference to the Shoah (“Catastrophe”, Holocaust), in March 2008 when referring to Israeli actions against the Palestinian in Gaza. 



	
This existential angst is voiced by pundits such as Gabriel Schoenfeld, Ruth Wisse, and Alan Dershowitz, who claim that the Jewish and Israeli people are under continual threat from non-Jews (Finkelstein 2005:33,34,58).  This feeling of being existentially threatened leads to the narrative of Israeli weakness versus the strength of its enemies – a replay of the biblical David versus Goliath story (Abdel Jawad 2006:73) (Rotberg 2006:4). 

	

	


Anti-Semitism
	This existential angst is compounded by the belief that anti-Semitism is rife around the world. As expressed by Israeli politicians such as Tzipi Livni, Israel’s Foreign Minister (now Prime Minister elect) in a speech given in February 2008 to the Global Forum for Combating Anti-Semitism: “We should be aware of the fact that while we gather here there are other places around the world where there are those who support anti-Semitism as part of an ideology. These include both state actors and non-state actors. There are organizations, communities and individuals. There are intellectuals, academics and laypeople. They use the Internet, cyberspace and every modern means available (...) [and] manipulate modern technology and abuse it for their evil cause”  
	

	(http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Anti-Semitism+and+the+Holocaust/Documents+and+communiques/Address%20by%20FM%20Livni%20to%20the%20Global%20Forum%20for%20Combating%20Antisemitism%2024-Feb-2008). 
	


Persecution by Palestinians and Arabs 
Currently,  in Israeli and Jewish narratives, this anti-Semitism is felt to come mainly from the Arabs and Palestinians, in a twist of ethnic irony, as both peoples are Semitic: “The war against the Jews goes on (...) And across the Arab world, from Pakistan to Morocco, hundreds of millions have nothing better to do than to chant for death to the Jews” ([Yaacov Lozowick, “The Right to Exist: A moral Defence of Israel’s Wars” 2003] quoted in Tessler 2006:190). Many Israeli voices tend to portray Palestinians and Arabs as inherently, rather than circumstantially, anti-Semitic and belligerent (Said 1988:4). As Benjamin Netanyahu claims:  “The root cause of terrorism lies not in grievances but in a disposition towards unbridled violence. This can be traced to a world view which asserts that certain ideological and religious goals justify, indeed demand, the shedding of all moral inhibitions” (quoted in Said, The essential Terrorist 1988:154) (emphasis added).  There results a demonizing of the Arabs and Palestinians, generating substantial fear among Israelis: “Israelis are taught at a very young age that Palestinians are such bad people that they need armed bodyguards to escort them anywhere there are Arabs. (...) Their children grow up to fear, to distrust, to denigrate and detest the Arabs” (Sultan 2006:151 quoting Tali, an Israeli woman who works for an organization promoting tolerance between Israelis and Palestinians).
Certain Israelis and Jews even draw parallels between the Palestinians and the Nazis. Menachem Begin was one of the most vocal advocates of this position, equating the Palestinians and Arabs to Nazis, Yasser Arafat to Hitler, the PLO to “The Arab SS” and the Palestinian national covenant to “Mein Kampf” (Waxman 2006:56).  Still today certain voices draw parallels between the Palestinians and the Nazis, such as Sasson Sara, a store owner in Sderot, who see truce with Hamas as worthy of Hitler’s appeasement in the 1930s: “To me, this is an agreement of surrender, like Chamberlain” (Israel in the Season of Dread, June 22, 2008, Ethan Bronner, NYT http://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/22/weekinreview/22bronner.html?scp=11&sq=israel&st=cse).  While for others, such as Gabriel Schoenfeld, editor of “Commentary” (Finkelstein 2005:57) and Mortimer Zuckerman, the editor of “US News and World Report”, Palestinian and Arab attitudes are seen to surpass Nazi anti-Semitism: “In the Arab Muslim world, the culture of hatred of Jews permeates all forms of public considerations... The intensity of the anti-Jewish invective surpasses that of Nazi Germany in its heyday” ([Mortimer Zuckerman “The New Anti-Semitism: Graffiti on the Walls of History” 2004] quoted in Tessler 2006:190). 
Persecution by the International Community

 Not only do many Jews and Israelis feel persecuted by Arabs and Palestinians, but also by the international community. Foreign criticism of Israel’s actions is often taken as evidence of enduring anti-Semitism. This feeling gained prevalence after the Israeli victory of 1967 and ensuing occupation of Palestinian lands, when Israelis faced increased international criticism, culminating in the UN 1975 resolution equating Zionism with racism, to which Rabin responded:  “The whole world is against us – when was it not so!” (Waxman 2006:53-54). And in 1988, then Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir expressed the view that Israel is picked upon by the International community: “One cannot escape the impression that this nation and this country are put to a constant test of moral standards that no nation and no people faces or can pass, yet we are impudently asked to meet such demands” (Waxman 2006:75).  
More recently, Foreign Minister Livni claimed that  the UN Human Rights Council “keep[s] trying to single out Israel while dictating their own extreme agenda under the guise of the Human Rights Council,” and that its second Durban conference on racism is a forum for anti-Semitism -- an ironic position given that the conference’s intent is to combat racism -- “Israel will not take part in such conferences which promote hatred, and we expect like-minded states, countries and leaders to do likewise; because the battle against this phenomenon [of anti-Semitism] begins with opening our eyes rather than ignoring it, and with refusing to cooperate with this kind of ideas and gatherings” (Global Forum for Combating Anti-Semitism, 24 February 2008, http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Anti-Semitism+and+the+Holocaust/Documents+and+communiques/Address%20by%20FM%20Livni%20to%20the%20Global%20Forum%20for%20Combating%20Antisemitism%2024-Feb-2008). Israel refused to participate in the first one, which took place in September 2001, for the same reasons. 
b. The innocent victim

The narrative which enables Israelis to feel that international criticism of their policies, and aggression by Palestinians, are the result of endemic anti-Semitism, is the narrative of innocent victimhood.  Indeed, many Israelis and Jews share a strong sense of their own goodness and innocence, and an apparent inability to see that their policies could be construed as anything but self-defence (Ellis 2002:54).  Avi Benayahu, an Israeli army spokesman claimed on Army Radio: “There is no other army in the world that would take such a humanitarian approach to help Palestinians, some armed, being chased and fired at by Hamas.” He added that “Israel has not received any praises for its actions. Yet this is the kind of army we have” (August 5,2008, Ethan Bronner, NYT, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/05/world/middleeast/05mideast.html). And an Israeli soldier stated that:  “I have even heard people refer to us as occupiers. It is very hard for us to hear this kind of criticism. We are not bad people. All we want is to live in peace” (Anonymous Israeli soldier quoted in Sultan 2006:219).
A corollary to the narrative of Israeli innocence is that of Palestinian responsibility for their own victimhood. Certain Israelis and Jews feel that if Palestinians suffer, it is because they have brought it upon themselves by being intransigent, violent, and uncooperative. “Palestinians prefer victimhood to statehood. (...) This embrace of victimhood, of martyrdom, of blood and suffering, is the Palestinian disease. They are offered their own independent state. They are given all of Gaza. And they respond with rocket attacks into peaceful Israeli towns” (16th June 2006, Charles Krauthammer, “Victimhood: The Palestinian Disease” http://www.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2006/06/victimhood_the_palestinian_dis.html).
All aggression in self-defence
In keeping with this theme of innocence is the belief that all Israeli wars have been fought in self-defence and were “wars of no choice” (Bar-Tal 2006:24,25) (Waxman 2006:66). For some, such as Phyllis Chesler, this even includes the 1982 war in Lebanon and the two Intifadas (Chesler, “New Anti-Semitism”, in Finkelstein 2005:34). 
This attitude is also found in the press, for instance in many articles from the NYT which repeatedly portray Israeli aggression as self-defence. An example of this is an article by Isabel Kershner which recounts Israel’s killing of seven Palestinians in Gaza in February 2008, emphasising Israeli retaliation to Palestinian aggression, putting the blame for Palestinian victimhood squarely on their shoulders. Even the title’s syntax underlines the retaliatory nature of Israel’s attack rather than Palestinian mortalities: “Hit by Rockets, Israel Attacks, Killing 7”.  “An Israeli Army spokeswoman said the forces “did not aim at the school, but at rocket launchers nearby.” The militants who launch rockets “exploit the civilian environment,” she said, noting that mortar shells were fired at Israel from a schoolyard in northern Gaza a few months ago” (February 8, 2008, NYT, Isabel Kershner, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/08/world/middleeast/08mideast.html?scp=69&sq=israel&st=cse). This attitude is also expressed by Defence Minister Ehud Barak who claimed that “Israel is not keen on an offensive, but Hamas is leaving us no choice” (March 1, 2008, NYT, Steven Erlanger, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/01/world/middleeast/01mideast.html?scp=116&sq=israel&st=cse). 
Innocence in the breakdown of the peace process
Jewish and Israeli innocence is extended to the Peace Process, since, according to many Israeli and Jewish voices, it’s the Palestinians who are responsible for the breakdown in peace negotiations and do not want peace (Ellis 2002:41) (Bar-Tal 2006:29).  “America and Israel say that we refused the Clinton-Barak proposals at Camp David, and that Barak was willing to give us ninety one percent. No one in the media bothered to complete the whole sentence so the world only heard ninety-one percent. They didn’t hear the second half of the sentence: out of seventy percent of the total West Bank territory. Now the world wants to know why the Palestinians refused ninety-one percent of the West Bank”. Barak and Clinton have made us look like the bad people, the ones who were refusing peace with the Israelis (Maha, Palestinian actress who works with children quoted in Sultan 2006:167).
c. The unique victim
This sense of Jewish and Israeli innocence runs parallel to the narrative of Jewish victimhood being unique, and trumping all other narratives of victimhood.  This narrative is conveyed in much press coverage of the conflict, and seems to place more value on the victimhood of the Israelis than of the Palestinians. Many news reports of the conflict gloss over high numbers of Palestinian victims, while going into detail on the -- often emotional rather than physical -- victimhood of the Israelis.   An example of this is the NYT article with the misleading title of “Rockets Hit Israel, Whose Strikes Kill 5 Palestinians” (creating arguably deliberate confusion as to whether it was the Palestinians’ own rockets which had killed five Palestinians). In the article, it names the five Palestinian victims, all civilian except for one “militant from Islamic Jihad”. No more is said of them, and there are no quotes. It then goes on over several paragraphs to describe in great detail the suffering of the residents of Sderot (even though there were no fatalities and no wounded) due to ineffective rocket fire, quoting them, delving into their emotions, etc... This is simply one example among a plethora which could have been used to show that there is a prevalent Israeli and Jewish narrative which has eyes (and words) mainly for Israeli victimhood, not for Palestinian suffering. “In Sderot on Thursday, Eliyahu Cohen, 65, was surveying the damage to his home, which was struck during an early barrage about 8 a.m. His wife, Marcelle, had been alone in the house at the time, and had managed to reach a fortified basement room, escaping injury. At best, the municipal alert system gives residents about 20 seconds to find shelter from incoming Qassams.  The rocket crashed through an outside wall into the Cohen family’s kitchen, sending the refrigerator flying across the room and blasting off its door, which lodged in the ceiling. The ground floor was covered with broken glass and debris, and the aroma of sweet Sabbath wine from a shattered bottle hung in the air. The house next door, where the Cohens’ daughter, Nofit, lives, was also carpeted with glass and debris. “I’m calm,” said Mr. Cohen, who owns a bus company. “I’m happy that everyone was miraculously saved.” As he spoke, another alert sounded, and about a dozen friends, relatives and local officials who had been standing outside tramped through the daughter’s house, glass crunching underfoot, and crammed into a tiny fortified room. 

“It’s a small consolation that all the houses in this neighbourhood, which is new, have a safe room,” said Nofit Cohen, 31. Back out in the street, she said: “I am always scared. I can’t go jogging. Even the dog hasn’t had a proper walk in a while”  

(January 18, 2008, NYT, Isabel Kershner, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/18/world/middleeast/18mideast.html?scp=136&sq=israel&st=cse).
This emphasis on Jewish suffering is accompanied by a belittlement or denial of Palestinian suffering. For instance, despite repeated condemnations of the situation during the Gaza siege in 2007/2008 by various international organizations (UNWRA, Oxfam, WHO) and by politicians, such as Benita Ferrero-Waldner of the European Commission and a spokeswoman for the French Foreign Ministry, who called it “collective punishment of an entire civilian population”, Israeli officials focussed only on the rockets on Sderot, and denied the suffering of the Palestinians, claiming that  “Israel was not the one inflicting the collective punishment, but Hamas. “It is very interesting that we didn’t hear these condemnations when the rockets were falling,” said Shlomo Dror, a spokesman for Israel’s Ministry of Defence. “Is that not collective punishment?” he said, adding that the situation in Sderot, the Israeli town near the Gaza border that has been the target of most of the militants’ rockets, had become “intolerable.” (...) Arye Mekel, a spokesman for the Foreign Ministry, said, “What we are seeing now is a staged production by Hamas” (“Israel allows some supplies into Gaza”, Isabel Kershner, January 22, 2008, NYT, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/22/world/middleeast/22mideast.html?scp=158&sq=israel&st=cse).
On an individual level, there is also a feeling that Jewish victimhood is unique, and a complete blindness to the other side’s suffering as expressed by Arnold Roth, whose daughter was killed by a suicide bomber. Though factually, many more Palestinian parents have lost their children due to Israeli violence than the other way around, Arnold says:  “I’m repelled by the idea that we’re two sides of the same coin or that we’re doing to them what they’re doing to us. We’re protecting ourselves and they want us destroyed. “You don’t see any relation between Israel’s behaviour in the West Bank and Gaza and the attacks in Israel?” That position has some logic but as someone whose sons put on the uniform of the IDF, I know that it’s bogus. The terror attacks and the hatred that motivates them were here long before there was a state of Israel. I’m not naive enough to say “poor desperate people”. They’re not poor and they’re not desperate. (...) It’s almost three years to the day since Malki’s murder and the pain today is just as fresh. But I’m hoping that by being able to say, “In Malki’s name we did this”, we’ll get through this and someday it’ll be possible to understand why God allowed these barbarians to do what they did” (quoted in Neslen 2006:204).
2.   Palestinian Narratives of Victimhood 
a. The Occupation

The current narratives of Palestinian victimhood are based on daily hardship, tragedy and hopelessness, and a loss of honour, freedom, rights and land as a direct result of Israel’s military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, which many have called an Apartheid regime. Narratives of victimhood abound, as Palestinians are faced with the daily physical, emotional and economic realities of the occupation.  “We know we are Palestinians because we suffer so much” (Fatin I, Burj al-Barajna, 22nd January 2002 quoted in Khalili 2007:103). A few examples are voiced below: 
"Imagine your children leaving in the morning for school and returning later in the day to find their home, their whole world, has disappeared while they were gone. It's happened to my children four times.  It's cruelty beyond words" (Shawamreh quoted in “The struggle against Jerusalem's quiet ethnic cleansing” Jonathan Cook, EI, 1 August 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9733.shtml). 
“We don’t have a future. If our young people are allowed to grow up, the only thing they will have learned is how to throw stones at Israeli soldiers at checkpoints. They certainly will not be going to school because that is the first thing the Israelis close. They will not have a park to swing in, either, or a clean, safe neighbourhood where they can ride their bikes. What is the future of a child who grows up knowing that his father, brother or uncle was killed by an Israeli bullet? Will he be able to erase all those images that haunt him, or will he find it impossible to pretend they never happened?”  (Carmen, a recent graduate of Bir Zeit University, quoted in Sultan 2006:178). 
“Every morning, when I leave my house and say good-by to my mother, I never know if I will see her again. (...) The Israelis massacred my family in my village. They took our land, our house, and now they want even the twenty-two percent of Palestine, the only thing we Palestinians have left. No, I cannot talk to these people” (Yasmine, survivor of the Deir Yassin Massacre, quoted in Sultan 2006:201). 

These narratives have ebbed and flowed over the last sixty years, starting with the Palestinian Nakba (Catastrophe) in 1948 when 700,000 Palestinians were exiled from their lands. “And our world had burst, like a bubble, a bubble that had engulfed us with its warmth. From then on I would know only crazy sorrow and watch the glazed eyes of my fellow Palestinians burdened by loss and devastated by pain” (Fawaz Turki, 1972, quoted in Lindholm Schultz 2003:94). 
Outside the Occupied Territories, in the Palestinian Refugee Camps in Lebanon for instance, narratives of victimhood express the same sense of hopelessness and suffering:  “In almost all my interviews, Palestinian camp residents voiced their despair with their life of humiliation and anguish. Their narratives of pain and suffering contain rhythmic repetition of a litany of grievances, some explicitly political, others having to do with physical pain and deterioration of their health, as if the literal embodiment of pain was a symbolic manifestation of the appalling conditions in which they have had to live” (Khalili 2007:104).
b. Abandonment by the foreign powers

In the early days of the Zionist project,  the Palestinians felt betrayed by the British starting with the Balfour Declaration of 1917,  then by the Americans whose weight was put behind the 1947 UN partition plan, and then by the Arabs, especially Jordan and Egypt who had territorial ambitions on Palestine. This feeling of having been let down by the outside continues to this day, in light of the international community’s inability and unwillingness to act on behalf of international law and basic human rights, and the US’s unwavering support of Israel.  The ensuing narratives of victimhood are tinged with disbelief that the world would not only leave them to their fate, but accuse them of violence and terrorism:  “Palestinians are amazed at how the world can see this wanton destruction on television and not react with outrage. (...) When they learned that we’re Americans, they said, “Your president says that we are the terrorists. What kind of people attack women and old men who have lost everything twice. Why are we the terrorists?” (Huwaida Arraf, co-founder of the International Solidarity Movement, quoted in Sultan 2006:130). And three teenage girls from Ramallah echo this feeling:  “Just yesterday, the Israelis killed fifty Palestinians, and nothing happened. It was as if they had killed some ants. Does the whole world believe that they are the Chosen People? Why does no one side with us? When we kill, we are called terrorists. When the Israelis kill, they are retaliating, or acting in self-defence” (three teenage girls at Ramallah school, aged 14-16, quoted in Sultan 2006:223).
3. Relationship between Narratives and Facts
While both Israelis and Palestinians, therefore, have prevalent narratives of victimhood, facts show that it is the Palestinians who currently bear the brunt of victimhood, based on quantitative and qualitative data from Israeli and international humanitarian organizations.
a. Fatalities

Fatalities among Palestinians are consistently higher than fatalities among Israelis. From 2000 to 2008, according to B’Tselem, the Israeli Human Rights organization, 6.6 times more Palestinians were killed than Israelis (4823 to 726), and 7.7 times more Palestinian children were killed than Israeli children (952 to 123). This does not include numbers of Palestinians who died at checkpoints unable to reach medical treatment in time, nor does it include 22 Israeli-Arabs killed by Israelis. Furthermore, this is a fairly conservative estimate and only includes registered deaths. Many on the Palestinian side go unregistered and unaccounted for (http://www.btselem.org/english/statistics/Casualties.asp).
b. Poverty

UNRWA recently reported that the number of households in Gaza living below the poverty line had grown from 50.7% in 2006 to 51.8% in 2007 despite significant amounts of humanitarian aid, and that Palestinian unemployment is among the world’s highest, at 29.5% (“Poverty in Gaza hits unprecedented level”, Omid Memarian, EI, 28 July 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9715.shtml).
According to Mustafa Barghouti, the average annual salary in 2007 for Israelis was $24500, versus $1000 for Palestinians. And yet Palestinians are obliged to buy products at the same market price as Israelis. Furthermore, they pay twice what the Israelis pay for water and electricity (http://heathlander.wordpress.com/2008/08/09/mustafa-barghouti-on-the-annapolis-fraud/).  GDP per capita in Israel is $25800 (2007, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/is.html), compared to $1090 in Palestine (2006 (last available data) http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=Occupied%20Palestinian%20Territory).
c. Water
Over 10% of residents of the West Bank were not connected to running water in 2005, when the last statistics were available (and the number is probably far higher in reality), and a majority of Palestinians suffer from severe water shortages in the summer (http://www.btselem.org/english/Water/Statistics.asp).  Furthermore, according to Barghouti, Palestinians are entitled to only 50 cubic metres of water per capita per year, while Israeli settlers are entitled to 48 times more, 2,400 cubic metres (http://heathlander.wordpress.com/2008/08/09/mustafa-barghouti-on-the-annapolis-fraud/). 
d. Movement
Israel has complete control over Gaza and West Bank borders, and restricts entrance and exit of people and goods, cutting residents off from the world and from each other and causing economic hardship. In Gaza, Israeli control of sea and air-spaces further restricts residents’ ability to swim, fish, and control their own TV and Radio broadcast waves. The borders of Gaza are often closed indefinitely, and taxes withheld as “punishment” for acts of resistance by Palestinians, thereby restricting not only human movement, but also the entrance of vital goods, supplies (medical, food, fuel) and revenue (http://www.btselem.org/english/Freedom_of_Movement/Splitting_of_the_West_Bank.asp).
The situation in the West Bank is also dire, given its division into 6 areas with no contact between them, and further subdivided into controlled enclaves separated by impassable roads and the separation barrier. Travelling between these areas, when possible, takes substantial amounts of time and economic resources (http://www.btselem.org/english/Freedom_of_Movement/Splitting_of_the_West_Bank.asp).
As in Gaza, the effects of restrictions on movement of goods, peoples and taxes are dire, entailing substantial humanitarian, medical and economic hardship (http://www.btselem.org/english/Freedom_of_Movement/Economy.asp; http://www.btselem.org/english/Medical_Treatment/Index.asp).  

The Separation wall cuts across private Palestinian land East of the internationally recognized 1967 borders, cutting Palestinian farmers from their land, students from their schools, and worshipers from their holy sites. It was judged illegal by the International Court of Justice in 2004, yet its construction continues unabated.  If completed according to the current route, it will leave Palestinians with 12% of historical Palestine (including Gaza)! (PLO Negotiation Affairs Department, http://www.nad-plo.org/main.php?view=mainextra_know).
e. Settlements
One of the biggest obstacles to peace, however, is the continuation of the construction of Israeli settlements, illegal under international law, and against the requests of various peace agreements. While the Israeli government does have to contend with certain right wing factions in its midst, as well as substantial pressure from settler groups, the political will to stop the settlements seems to be lacking even at the top echelons of government. There has been a consistent reluctance not only to dismantle settlements (except in Gaza which is now an open-air prison), but even to stop building new ones, corroborating the view that the Israeli government is building irrevocable facts on the ground which will make a just and sustainable two-state solution impossible.  

From 1967 to 2007, Israel established approximately 250 settlements in the West Bank, (of which nearly 100 are unofficial and illegal under Israeli law, although little has been done to dismantle them, and in fact they continue to expand), housing over 450,000 settlers. Furthermore, in 2007 the rate of settler population growth outstripped that of Israel’s population growth at 4.5 to 1.5 (http://www.btselem.org/english/Settlements/Statistics.asp).
f. Beatings, torture and imprisonments
B’Tselem and Amnesty International, as well as other human rights organisations have documented routine beatings (including of minors) and the practice of torture by the Israelis. Furthermore, B’Tselem points out that many cases of abuse are not reported because they have become the norm, because filing complaints is difficult, dangerous and time consuming, and usually complaints are dismissed by the occupation powers anyway.  Despite lip service paid to the rules of not beating or abusing Palestinians, B’Tselem points out that there is an institutional collusion with such practices given that neither the army nor the border police have made it “unequivocally clear” that beating and abuse are forbidden (http://www.btselem.org/English/Beating_and_Abuse/Index.asp).   Meanwhile, according to the European Parliament, at any one time there are over 11,000 Palestinians in Israeli jails, including minors, many held without charge (http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/expert.save/briefing_page/32585-189-07-28-20080624BRI32584-07-07-2008-2008/default_p001c010_en.htm).   Finally, according to B’Tselem and Amnesty, Palestinian detainees are “routinely tortured. And Human Rights Watch estimated in 1994 that “the number of Palestinians tortured or severely ill-treated” – often without even a pretence that those detainees were guilty of any wrongdoing – “is in the tens of thousands” (Finkelstein 2005:222). 

g. The “Peace Process” 

While the Israeli narrative consistently blames the Palestinians for a breakdown in the Peace Process, facts on the ground show otherwise. The most ample evidence of this is the continued and accelerated expansion of Israeli settlements against agreements of every single peace plan, from Oslo onwards.  For instance Rabin was hailed as a peace-maker after Oslo, and yet under his watch, settlements in Jerusalem expanded.  Shlomo Ben-Ami, former Israeli foreign minister claimed that Rabin “never thought [Oslo] will end in a full-fledged Palestinian state” (“Olmert’s departure: The perfect alibi”, Hasan Abu Nimah, former permanent representative of Jordan at the United Nations, EI, 6 August 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9740.shtml). In fact, the settler population of the West Bank has increased by over 40% between the signing of the Oslo Accords and the Al-Aqsa (second) Intifada (“Really Living Here”, Raja Shehadeh, EI, 24th July 2008 http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9710.shtml).
Since the Annapolis peace process was launched in November 2007, Israeli settlements have further increased, and according to the Israeli group Peace Now, tenders for 750 new housing units in East Jerusalem have been published, compared to 46 during 2007, bringing the total of official new housing units in Jerusalem east of 1967 borders to 3,648  (http://www.ynet.co.il/english/articles/0,7340,L-3525589,00.html).  Since Annapolis, Israeli military checkpoints have increased from 521 to 607 and the number of Palestinian fatalities has increased (404 Palestinians killed versus approximately 12 Israelis during the whole of 2007, while since Annapolis (November2007-August 2008) 520 Palestinians were killed, including 70 children (http://heathlander.wordpress.com/2008/08/09/mustafa-barghouti-on-the-annapolis-fraud/).
Meanwhile, Palestinian voices for peace and peaceful protests seem often to be deliberately stifled by the Israelis, who appear to prefer violent protest as it plays into the narrative that they are victims of the irrationality, violence and intransigence of an enemy who is not interested in peace. “At the beginning of the current Intifada, there was a group of prominent Palestinians who proposed non-violence to Israeli aggression. Sharon had them physically expelled from the country” (Elias, a History Teacher from Ramallah, quoted in Sultan 2006:107). Michael Tarazi, and American-Palestinian legal advisor to the PLO who advocates non-violent resistance to the Occupation was refused entry at Ben-Gurion airport, put in detention, and then expelled. As an Israeli peace activist “Hanna” points out, “Preventing this man from entering Israel is part of a war, not against terrorism as Sharon says, but against those peace-seeking Palestinians who prove, by their actions, that there is a partner for peace. As such, he constitutes a danger for the Israeli propaganda machine. He is someone the Israeli government considers extremely dangerous” (quoted in Sultan 2006:146,147). Meanwhile, according to Ali Abunimah quoting a Haaretz report ("Olmert rejects Hamas cease-fire offer", Haaretz, 25 December 2007) Hamas had offered a complete ceasefire in December 2007 as well as a prisoner exchange including the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit, which Olmert rejected on the basis that Israel "has no interest in negotiating with entities that do not recognize the Quartet demands." As Abunimah points out “the potential that Hamas could turn to politics presents a threat, not an opportunity. Israel has no interest in facing Palestinian leaders who are at once committed to basic Palestinian rights, capable of delivering, and enjoy popular legitimacy and support (“Israel's "next logical step", Ali Abunimah, The Electronic Intifada, 11 February 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9290.shtml). These are a few examples of many indications that it is the Israelis, rather than the Palestinians, who seem to have little interest in a sustainable and just Peace. 
Given the Israeli and Palestinian indicators of victimhood such as fatalities, beatings, economic situation, etc... it seems that there is a considerable disparity between Israeli narratives of victimhood, and facts, which show the Palestinians as the greater victims of the conflict. This implies that while certain Israelis and Jews may be so scarred by their historic victimhood that they cannot move beyond the self-image of persecuted victim, others are using narratives of victimhood to further political aims. 
4. The battle of narratives

Regardless of facts, Israelis and Palestinians do their utmost to ensure that their narrative of victimhood prevails in the public domain. 
a. Predominance of the Israeli narrative 
 Since Israel’s independence, and even before, since the Balfour declaration, Israel has been particularly adept at advancing its narrative, and garnering support and sympathy based on the historic persecution of Jews and then Israelis.  It managed to get two of the great powers (Britain and the US), at different times, to support the creation of the State of Israel, and to advance its territorial and strategic interests despite international criticism and repeated violations of international law. Far from being a victim of the UN’s persecution as Israel often claims, the UN has actually been more lenient towards Israel than towards other countries with similar violations of international law.  According to Marc Weller, of Cambridge University, who conducted a study comparing the UN’s treatment of Israel to similar situations around the world, Israel was actually held to a lower moral standard than comparable countries with similar situations such as “Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, East Timor, occupied Kuwait and Iraq, and Rwanda. [He] found that Israel has enjoyed “virtual immunity” from enforcement measures such as an arms embargo and economic sanctions typically adopted by the UN against member states condemned for identical violations of international law” (Finkelstein 2005:64). The success of the Israelis in obtaining support in the face of violations of international law and human rights is due, according to B’Tselem, partly to their “relentless efforts to justify what cannot be justified” (Finkelstein 2005:221).  One of the ways in which they have done this has been through consistently dominant narratives of victimhood (Said 1988:1).
b. Explanation of Israel’s predominant narrative

Israel’s ability to ensure the predominance of it narrative is partly due to the fact that as the more powerful party, and the victor of all wars against the Palestinians and Arabs, it has a greater ability to propagate its version of reality since historians “are forced to tell the story of the powerless (...) in the words of those who victimized them” (Khalidi 1997:117).  Israel’s predominant narrative is the result of carefully crafted political and media pressure,

and a particular Western affinity with its narratives. Indeed, Said claims that there are three 

explanations for the predominance of the Israeli narrative of victimhood: firstly, US and 

Britain’s strong support of Israel was partly due to an orientalist affinity with Jewish rather

than Arab culture. Second, the Jewish narrative of the underdog overcoming immense odds, 

as well as its biblical angle, was particularly appealing to Western culture. Finally, the

Holocaust was a uniquely powerful narrative with which to garner support, and the

Palestinians had no equivalent (1988:6). 

Given the disparity between facts and Israeli narratives, many professionals and volunteers

dedicate resources to making sure that Israel’s version of the narrative prevails. Israel’s

dominance of narratives in the US is due in large part to having built up a powerful support

base in the US among the top echelons of media and government (Mearsheimer and Walt

2007:169,170, 171,172; Friel and Falk 2007:214,2). In Israel also, due to a consistently 

biased editorial policy, Palestinian narratives of suffering are repressed, while Israeli 

conduct is glorified (Dor 2005:10,11,14,15; Dor 2004:9,10,158,168). Palestinians on the 

other hand seem to be badly organised, fragmented, and do not have such powerful

advocates for their cause among media and governmental interests (Philo and Berry 
2004:246). 

The competing narratives play out through propaganda battles in the press and more subtle battles for narrative control in various media outlets such as, stories, cinema, postcards, online information sources, etc... (Semmerling  2004; Gertz 2000). An interesting example of a propaganda battle is the battle over Wikipedia (the open-source, online encyclopaedia) regarding the Israel-Palestine conflict, waged by CAMERA, the pro-Israel media watch-dog, and exposed by the EI. Indeed, EI obtained proof by acquiring sensitive emails, that CAMERA had launched an initiative to subvert Wikipedia content on the conflict.  CAMERA  recruited and organized editors and writers with the aim of ensuring the supremacy of the Zionist narrative on the “Objective” Wikipedia site. An extract from the emails is below: 
From: Gilead Ini (gilead@camera.org)

Sent: Mon 3/17/08 2:35 PM

To: Gilead Ini (gilead@camera.org)
 “It's very important to avoid framing our arguments in terms of the Mideast conflict, but rather to frame them in terms of Wikipedia's guidelines. So, for example, imagine that you get rid of or modify a problematic sentence in an article alleging that "Palestinian become suicide bombers to respond to Israel's oppressive policies. You should, in parallel, leave a comment on that article's discussion page (either after or before making the change). Avoid defending the edit by arguing that "Israel's policies aren't 'oppression,' they are defensive. And anyway Palestinians obviously become suicide bombers for other reasons, for example hate education!" Instead, describe how this sentence violates Wikipedia's policies and

guidelines. One of the core policies is that assertions should adhere to a Neutral Point of View, usually abbreviated NPOV. (The opposite of NPOV is POV, or Point of View, which is basically another way of saying subjective statement, or opinion.) So it would be best to note on the discussion page that "This sentence violates Wikipedia's NPOV policy, since the description of Israel's policies as 'oppressive'is an opinion. In addition, it is often noted by Middle East experts that one of the reasons Palestinians decide to become suicide bombers is hate education and glorification of martyrdom in Palestinian society. I will add (or have added) a sentence to that effect, and cite it with a footnote pointing to one or more of these experts' articles. (...)When signing up for a Wikipedia account, you might also want to avoid, for obvious reasons, picking a user name that marks you as pro-Israel, or that lets people know your real name. Also, for the sake of greater anonymity, don't forget to always log in before making changes. If you make changes while not logged in, Wikipedia will record your computer's IP address. Gilead Ini, Senior Research Analyst, CAMERA” (“EI exclusive: a pro-Israel group's plan to rewrite history on Wikipedia”, EI, 21 April 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9474.shtml).
Regarding the press, there are various organizations on both sides which try to ensure the supremacy of their own narrative, and in the US and even Britain, it appears that Israel has been successful, as shown in detail by Friel and Falk in their seminal work on the NYT (2007), and Philo and Berry on British media coverage of the conflict (2004).  Further examples of the propaganda war are CAMERA’s study of anti-Israeli media bias, and Patrick O’Connor’s study of NYT language used to depict the conflict.  The former claims that there is a systematic anti-Israel bias through guest opinion pieces in the leading US papers the NYT, the LA Times and the Washington Post. However through a careful quantitative and qualitative analysis of this report, EI proves that in fact, the opposite is true (“EI study refutes CAMERA media bias accusation”, Shervan Sardar, EI, 18 August 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9711.shtml). The latter analysed the language used by news articles in the NYT covering the Israeli-Palestinian conflict between 2004 and 2007 and found that there was a heavy bias towards words which reflected Palestinian terrorism, violence and extremism, while a complete dearth of words reflecting the Occupation, International Law, or Palestinian Rights (“Buying the War on Palestinians: The US Media, The New York Times and Israel”, Patrick O'Connor, EI, 2 May 2007 

	


http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article6857.shtml).
Another recent example of the battle for narratives was the treatment of Journalist Mohammed Omer, who was detained and attacked by Israeli Shin Bet guards at the Allenby Bridge crossing, as he tried to return to Israel from a visit to London (where he received the Martha Gellhorn Prize for Journalism for exposing “establishment propaganda”).  According to Omer, he was detained for hours by the guards, during which he lost consciousness, was stripped naked, vomited, and ended up in hospital with broken ribs and a diagnosis of a nervous breakdown (“Gaza Reporter: Israeli security officials broke my ribs”, Reuters, 30/06/08, http://www.haaretz.com/hasen/spages/997593.html).  However the Israeli investigation into the incident found little evidence of mistreatment, despite having spoken only to the Israeli guards who carried out Omer’s “questioning”, and never speaking to Omer himself  (Omer assault whitewash shows need for independent supervision at Israeli interrogations, Stuart Littlewood, 21 August 2008 http://www.redress.cc/palestine/slittlewood20080821).
Thus, both sides invest in dominating the battle for narratives, because narratives influence how they are perceived by the outside world. We will now examine why this perception is so important. 
II.    Purposes of Israeli and Palestinian Narratives of Victimhood

While these narratives of victimhood are often the direct result of genuine feelings of victimhood and persecution on both sides, they are also deliberately used to advance self-interests  through influencing perceptions of reality.  
1. The power of being the victim

Being perceived as the victim paradoxically confers power on this victim. From a psychological perspective: “The victim stance is a powerful one. The victim is always morally right, neither responsible nor accountable, and forever entitled to sympathy (Dr. Ofer Zur, “Reflections on a Culture of Victims & How Psychotherapy Fuels the Victim Industry”, http://www.zurinstitute.com/victimhood.html). From a public policy perspective, there are also benefits to being the victim:  “The more heartbreakingly human rights and humanitarian organizations can portray suffering, the more they can appeal to their transnational publics for “sympathy, attention and money” (Bob 2002:36), or what Daniel Bensaid has called capital victimaire” (Khalili 2007:35).
2. Self-serving purposes of Israeli narratives of victimhood

The terrible victimhood inflicted on the Jews during the Holocaust has profoundly marked the Jewish psyche. However this legitimate narrative of victimhood has also been used to further the interests of the Jewish people and the Israeli state. Neslen, the British Jewish academic, shows how the Holocaust narrative is inculcated ad-nauseam to all Israelis as well as internationally, given that “Zionism has belatedly discovered that victimhood can be a weapon as well as a weakness” (Neslen 2006:178, 179). 
Finkelstein, himself the son of Holocaust survivors, quotes the academics Jacob Neusner, Edward Alexander and Peter Baldwin to show how the “unique evil of the Holocaust” has conferred “unique entitlement” to the Jews and Israelis, is “moral capital”, and serves as Israel’s “prize alibi” (Finkelstein, “The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering”, 2003:47,48). 
That Israelis and Jews use narratives of victimhood for self-serving purposes is illustrated by the fact that peaks in Israeli transgressions against Palestinians often coincide with peaks in Israeli narratives of victimhood.  As pointed out by Finkelstein, the outbreak of the second Intifada and Israel’s brutal repression of it coincided with the rise of “New Anti-Semitism” a proponent of which, Abraham Foxman (currently head of the Anti-Defamation League) then claimed that “we currently face as great a threat to the safety and security of the Jewish people as the one we faced in the 1930s – if not a greater one” (Abraham Foxman, “Never Again? The threat of the New Anti-Semitism, 2003:4 in Finkelstein 2005:21).  Said used the same argument regarding the Lebanon war of 1982, pointing out that the notorious Joan Peter’s book, “From Time Immemorial” (claiming that there was no such thing as a Palestinian before 1946) and other such works were driven by a need to respond to rising anti-Israeli criticism over the Lebanon war, and that the two narratives which proliferated at the time equated criticism of Israel with anti-Semitism, and resistance to Israel with terrorism (Said 1988:12). Meanwhile despite the rising empowerment of Jews and Israelis, narratives of strength are often deliberately repressed in order to focus on narratives of victimhood, which serve them better (Ellis 2002:88). 
Israeli narratives of victimhood serve the following purposes:  to deflect external criticism; to gain external support in order to further national strategic and territorial aims; and to deflect guilt and responsibility. 

a. Deflecting external criticism
Narratives of victimhood help to deflect external criticism of Israel’s actions and the continued illegal occupation of Palestinian territory: “The consequences of the calculated hysteria of a new anti-Semitism haven’t been just to immunize Israel from legitimate criticism. Its overarching purpose, like that of the “war against terrorism,” has been to deflect criticism of an unprecedented assault on international law” (Finkelstein 2005:45).  The Israeli tendency to respond to criticism of its actions with knee-jerk claims of anti-Semitism and persecution is illustrated by then Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni in her address to the Global Forum for Combating Anti-Semitism in Jerusalem on the 24th February 2008: “The most recent development in anti-Semitism is the anti-Zionist or anti-Israel approach, which is classical anti-Semitism disguised as legitimate, political criticism of Israel. I would like to make it clear: Israel is willing to accept criticism of its acts and decisions coming from the international community as long as this criticism relates to our actions and deeds - but not because of the fact that Israel is the homeland for the Jewish people”   (http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Anti-Semitism+and+the+Holocaust/Documents+and+communiques/Address%20by%20FM%20Livni%20to%20the%20Global%20Forum%20for%20Combating%20Antisemitism%2024-Feb-2008). 
	

	


The problem with this argument is that it is almost impossible to judge which criticism of Israel is driven by genuine anti-Semitism, and which by criticism of Israel’s policies and actions. While there is doubtless real anti-Semitism clouding the judgement of politicians and pundits, there is also no doubt that Israelis and Jews use anti-Semitism as a shield against legitimate criticism of Israel -- which paradoxically undermines the weight of merited accusations of anti-Semitism.  As long as narratives of Jewish victimhood prevail, it will be possible for Israelis and Jews to dismiss legitimate criticism of Israel as anti-Semitism rather than genuine concern for human rights, justice, and international law.  
b. Gaining external support

One of the reasons that it is important for Israel to deflect external criticism is because of the importance to Israel of external support (especially US), upon which it relies for its well-being, and its desire to avoid repercussions for its breaches of International Law while continuing to expand its territory beyond 1967 borders.   Therefore, Israel must try to gain the moral high ground despite evidence to the contrary. One of the most effective ways of doing this is to invest heavily in narratives of its own victimhood and vulnerability. As reported by the Israeli journalist Danny Rubinstein, returning from a trip to the US:  “According to most of the people in the Jewish establishment the important thing is to stress again and again the external dangers that face Israel... the Jewish establishment in America needs Israel only as a victim of cruel Arab attack. For such an Israel one can get support, donors, money” (quoted in Finkelstein 2003:34,35). The most recent iteration of this strategy is an exaggerated and apocalyptic portrayal of the threat from Iran and from terrorism and Islamic extremism, which dovetails conveniently with the US “War on Terrorism”.  Western acceptance of the superiority of Israeli narratives of victimhood partly explains why the US is able to pump billions of dollars of aid, loans, and military equipment every year into Israel (Mearsheimer and Walt 2007:24,31,32,40), thereby in effect subsidizing the Occupation, and why Europe is one of Israel’s largest trading partners (http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/bilateral/countries/israel/index_en.htm), with only the occasional lip service paid to breaches of international law and the rights of the Palestinians. 
c. Deflecting internal guilt and responsibility
Not only do narratives of victimhood serve to deflect criticism of Israel, enabling external support of Israeli national interests, but they also help to deflect internal feelings of guilt.  In light of the facts of the Occupation, a focus on Israeli and Jewish victimhood helps to justify Israeli actions and shield Israelis from guilt and responsibility for its human consequences, enabling Israelis to maintain a positive view of self (Bar-Tal 2006:28,29). Meir Kahane, Leader of the Kach Party, coined the slogan “No Jewish guilt” to deflect criticism from “unworthy non-Jews and outsiders” and “self-hating” Jews (Caplan 1999:76,77). Neslen shows how victim status plays a prevalent role in immunizing against guilt in Israeli society “The Hebrew language is unique in having the same word for both blame and guilt, “ashma”. To blame a person is to push guilt upon them. Equally, to question a feeling of guilt is to deny responsibility. Possibly the only group in Israeli society who are officially exempted from this blame game are the families of the Holocaust, war and Intifada dead” (2006:183).
Despite efforts to ward off these feelings of guilt through narratives of victimhood, many Israelis do, it seems, whether consciously or sub-consciously, feel guilty at being the victimizer, which paradoxically increases their sense of vulnerability, fear and ultimately victimhood (Rouhana 2006: 125,126).  Llad Kantorowicz, a pro-dominatrix Tel Aviv Sex worker contends that Israeli men’s resort to her services is evidence of their guilt:  “Israeli men would probably be better off it they knew where their sexual hang ups and fetishes came from. When they seek to be humiliated, belittled, made irresponsible and, ultimately, punished, it shows that they carry a lot of guilt. As an outsider, I can see that a lot of it comes from having been in positions of power in the military over a civilian population. They want to act out being in the position of a Palestinian. (...) I rarely see Israeli Arabs for the same reason that pro-doms in the States rarely see black men. If they’re constantly on the bottom, why should they pay for someone to recreate that? (Neslen 2006:164).
3. Self-serving purposes of Palestinian narratives of victimhood
The Palestinians also use narratives of victimhood to achieve certain purposes. There is a strong culture of victimhood in Palestinian society, and many tales of woe which are touted to anyone who will listen. While this is understandable, given the daily victimization of the Palestinians, these narratives also further national interests:  they help mobilise and motivate Palestinian resistance to the occupation; they serve to garner external support; they legitimize claims to statehood; and help to deflect personal responsibility. 
a. Mobilisation of internal resistance

Resistance to Israeli occupation takes energy and courage. Narratives of victimhood, funerals and commemorative practices which focus on victimhood help to mobilise this resistance (Rotberg 2006:4,5).  Abu Husayn, a Palestinian refugee in the Burj al-Barajna camp in Lebanon “saw suffering as the basis of action. When I asked him, “Do you want your children to know the story of your life [rather than the history of Palestine]?” his response was unequivocal, “Absolutely. I suffered a lot and they should know and they have to do something about it” (Khalili 2007:105,106).
b. Mobilisation of external aid

As with the Israelis, narratives of victimhood are designed to garner outside support, both moral and financial.  Since the end of the Second World War, the Holocaust and the end of the Cold War, there has been a much greater emphasis in international affairs and development on humanitarian work and the relief of need.  This has manifested itself in the drafting of international laws, the burgeoning of aid organizations and the appearance of a new liberal discourse which has replaced “masculine celebration of political violence with a politics of pity for the “women and children” victims of such violence” (Khalili 2007:40). Palestinian society depends almost entirely on outside support to survive. In order to compel the international community and foreign donors to support the Palestinians, NGOs dwell heavily on narratives of their victimhood at the hands of the Israelis through “witnessing tours”, international conference, advocacy work, etc...(Khalili 2007:206). 
On the surface, the resulting foreign aid seems to be a positive achievement for Palestinian narratives of victimhood: the world has taken notice and is helping.  However foreign aid also has the downsides of diminishing Palestinian agency and politicization, and breeding a culture of passivity and self-pity, as well as enabling the Israeli occupation to continue indefinitely without the pressure of a political settlement -- in effect subsidizing the Occupation (Khalili 2007:213).  A new report by the “Grassroots Palestinian Anti-Apartheid Wall Campaign”, released in May 2008 underlines this point:  “The current approach to development, which is entirely removed from the needs of Palestinian communities, aims to normalize relations with the occupation, treating it as development partner in projects across the West Bank. (...) As such, these programs both fail to provide sustainable growth and undercut the Palestinian struggle (“New report critiques West Bank development projects” Report, EI, 21 May 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9560.shtml).
Palestinian camp dwellers will admit that life in the Occupied Territories, especially in the refugee camps, is an endless litany of complaints, hopelessness, blaming the Occupation, and waiting for foreign intervention, or for some external miracle to come and improve their lots. While it is difficult to cast judgement on such attitudes, given that much of daily life is out of Palestinians’ control, and given that they cannot survive without foreign aid, whatever the causes, the ensuing culture of victimhood is contributing to the rot of Palestinian society over the long term.  A volunteer teacher in camp schools points out that “The traumatic recounting of Palestinian history is pretty bad, but everyone does it: NGOs, the Tanzimat (political organisations)... All the students learn is the Nakba and the Balfour Agreement, and 1982 and the Black September... This becomes a burden on the kids. In a way, they think they are the only refugees in the world. They think their exile is the most traumatic one. They don’t accept that they are not alone in the world. NGOs use the children as props for international fund-raising. The children have a victimised mentality. It is a passivity that is reinforced by the NGOs (Beirut, 15 November 2001)” (Khalili 2007:109).  

c. Deflection of responsibility 

As with the Israelis, Palestinian narratives of victimhood are also used to eschew responsibility for violence, and, in the case of the Palestinians in particular, responsibility for their own destiny. This is illustrated for instance in the paintings of the Palestinian artist, Kamel Moghani, reproduced in postcards: “In the art works of victimization, the Palestinian is devoid of responsibility for political disunity, violence and aggression. It is a utopianized view of victimization, wherein the act is always cruelly premeditated, dramatic, extremely painful and attributable only to the “Other”. Palestinians are collective victims of perpetrated acts, but they are never the perpetrators. The Israeli “Other” is depicted as the ultimate, evil oppressor of the Palestinians, and even of humanity as a whole” (Semmerling 2004:96,97).
d. Legitimizing claims to statehood

Finally, Palestinian narratives of victimhood grant legitimacy to political and national claims, just as Jewish narratives of victimhood served to legitimize claims to a Jewish homeland. Given that Israelis and the rest of the world would happily forget Palestinian national aspirations if they could, only the reminder of Palestinian victimhood keeps the discourse of statehood on the table.  “Palestinian refugees similarity use the tragic language of suffering as an authorizing discourse which legitimates a stateless and “powerless” public’s persistent nationalist claims” (Khalili 2007:38).
III.    Effects of Israeli and Palestinian Narratives of victimhood on identity and action
1. Strengthen national identity
One of the key effects of Palestinian and Israeli narratives of victimhood relates to identity-formation.  Palestinians and Israelis define themselves very much in relation to the narratives of victimhood that they have created, in keeping with the fact that narratives are crucial to the “imagined communities” that form national and personal identities. Narratives of victimhood in particular seem to galvanise a sense of identity and belonging, as common suffering tends to strengthen solidarity between victims.  
However there has also been a deliberate promotion of these narratives at a national level, in order to consolidate national identity. Israel, given its fragmentation and need to bring together very disparate Jewish cultures from around the world, has used narratives of victimhood for this purpose. For instance, as Neslen points out, one of the “unifying totems of Israeli identity” is anti-Semitism (2006:126). In his conversation with Arik Asherman, Executive Director of Rabbis for Human Rights, Neslen asks whether “that sense of existential threat been used to solidify Israeli identity?” To which Asherman replies: “The period from Purim through Israeli independence Day is used consciously or unconsciously to press that home. It’s like the old joke that every Jewish holiday is, “they tried to kill us. We beat them. Let’s go eat”. You have Purim where Haman tried to destroy us, then Passover where it was Pharaoh, then you have Holocaust Remembrance Day and Memorial Day for the fallen soldiers, and then you get Israeli Independence Day and that’s the solution. How much of that is intentional manipulation and how much of it is reality?” (quoted in Neslen, 2006:108). 
Palestinian narratives of victimhood have also been instrumental in shaping national and personal Palestinian identity from the Nakba to the present. Both Lindholm-Schultz (2003:93) and Khalidi have done extensive work on Palestinian identity, and both see loss and victimhood as having consolidated Palestinian national self : “The refugee experience, the callous treatment by Israel and several of the Arab host states, and the shared trauma of 1948, which all still had to come to terms with, cemented and universalized a common identity as Palestinians” (Khalidi 1997:194).
2. Entrenched identities
Israelis and Palestinians often seem entrenched in these narratives and identities, unwilling, and sometimes unable, to move beyond them. Regarding the Israelis and Jews, Ellis makes a sophisticated argument that there is a certain reluctance to heal, and to move beyond the cycle of suffering and violence: “the possibility of healing by ending the cycle of suffering and violence is itself jarring” (2002:34). He illustrates this with the failures of Oslo, and the historic opportunity which was squandered by Rabin (who continued settlement building unabated despite the Oslo accords) and his successors: “The handshake represented the possibility of ending a cycle of suffering and violence which Jews have endured and now have perpetrated. When Rabin spoke of ending that cycle, one felt an opening toward a responsibility grounded in history and hope. This opening could be the culmination of a history of suffering and violence and the beginning of a reconciliation with the traumas of Jewish history: a possible healing of the Holocaust that has not occurred through Jewish empowerment in Israel and in some ways has grown deeper through the conquest of another people” (2002:34).
This point is further illustrated by Rabin’s assassination in 1995.  Rabin’s willingness to engage in the Oslo peace process stemmed from a rather revolutionary view of Israeli victimhood: he was possibly the first Israeli leader to voice with honesty the fact that Israel’s narrative of victimhood was outdated, and that Israel was in a strong position vis-à-vis its enemies, rather than the “people that dwells alone,” since no longer was “the whole world against us” (Caplan 1999:81). Rabin said of Netanyahu: “I’m embarrassed when I hear leaders in the Likud and extreme right compare our situation today to the period of the Holocaust. (...) For Jews who have an army like this, how is it possible to talk about a threat to our existence from the Palestinians? What are they blabbering?” (Caplan 1999:82).
This confidence was what enabled him to pursue the Oslo peace process from a position of strength. Yet his assassination and the banishing of other voices which contradict Israeli narratives of victimhood - such as Ilan Pappe and Finkelstein - in some ways symbolize the unwillingness of certain factions of Israeli society to accept this new narrative: that of strength, rather than of weakness, possibly because it follows that with strength comes a responsibility for Peace. And with Peace will come the need for many painful concessions in terms of territory and territorial ambitions from Israel, the country that currently has the most to lose from a just settlement based on 1967 borders. 
3. The alter-ego to victimhood: the fighter/resistant 
A tangible consequence of Israeli and Palestinian narratives of victimhood is the development of an alternative narrative -- and actions -- to counter this victimhood:  the narrative and identity of struggle. The Israeli Sabra and the Palestinian Fedayeen.  Both developed during the early days of their respective nationalist projects -- the former in the early days of the State of Israel in the 1940s, the latter with the rise of Palestinian national resistance in the 1970s. While the narrative of victimhood is passive and inflicted upon Israelis, Jews and Palestinians, the narrative of fighter is active, and manifests itself in acts of violence and resistance, which paradoxically contribute to perpetuating the conflict and therefore victimhood. Both sides’ fighters respond with varying degrees of violence to the perceived threat, or actuality, of victimhood. In order to determine whether a fighter is actually a “resister”, one must determine whether to buy into their narrative of victimhood. This will determine whether violent actions are judged to be legitimate resistance to actual or perceived victimization, or rather aggression designed to perpetrate a self-serving agenda.  
a. Israel --The Sabra 

Early pioneers of the new State of Israel made a conscious effort to create a new Israeli identity based on strength and power, distinct from the traditionally weak and persecuted European Jew.  Israelis took great pride in this new identity, believing that it was essential in order to avoid future victimhood.  In the words of early Zionist Jabotinsky:  “Our starting point is to take the typical Yid [the derogatory Russian term for Jew] of today and to imagine his diametrical opposite.... because the Yid is ugly, sickly and lacks decorum, we shall endow the ideal image of the Hebrew with masculine beauty. The Yid is trodden upon and easily frightened and, therefore, the Hebrew ought to be proud and independent. The Yid is despised by all and, therefore, the Hebrew ought to charm all. The Yid has accepted submission and, therefore, the Hebrew ought to learn how to command” (quoted in Waxman 2006:25).
This narrative of the proud and powerful Hebrew as an antithesis to the weak and victimized Jew has remained a cornerstone of Israeli identity. Within Israel however, the two identities are often seen to confront each other, and there is a division between Israelis who see themselves as citizens of a strong country, and those who see themselves as still weak and persecuted  – a division Waxman defines as between the “Israeli” and the “Jewish” identities (2006:16).  
	This narrative of fighter as an antidote to the identity of victim is expressed by Gabi Ashkenazi, the IDF chief of staff in May 2008 at Auschwitz:  “from the killing and the destruction, from the ashes and the despair, we have risen to establish not only the Jewish State, but the military force that will forever provide security for the Jewish people, protecting it from any future attempts of persecution, torture and destruction.  From this sense of deep responsibility for our continued existence as a people in our land and for the continuity of our heritage, we have no choice but to continue the struggle. Since we are fighting for our very existence, we cannot afford to grow weary or be deterred in our struggle” (http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Anti-Semitism+and+the+Holocaust/Documents+and+communiques/Speech%20by%20the%20IDF%20Chief%20of%20the%20General%20Staff%20for%20the%20March%20of%20the%20Living%201-May-2008).  

Consequences of the Israeli fighter/resistant identity

As this speech illustrates, many Jews and Israelis feel that in light of the perceived threats to their existence, they must choose between the identity of fighter and that of victim.  The fighter identity enables them to feel safe, powerful, and honourable, as opposed to ashamed, vulnerable and persecuted.  While the Sabra is the embodiment of the strong, resilient Jew, the State of Israel is the embodiment of victory over victimhood. This understandable preference for the fighter narrative, however, has significant implications on Israeli policy and actions.  


	
	

	

	


Israel’s very militarized society, exemplified by the high standing and role of the IDF, as well as its often pre-emptive belligerence (almost always claimed to be self-defence) in foreign policy, are direct results of Israeli preference for the fighter over the victim identity. Examples of Israeli belligerence based on the narrative of avoiding victimhood abound in Israel’s history.  In the early 1980s, Begin justified pre-emptive attacks on the Osirak nuclear reactor in Baghdad with the cry “Never again!” against the preparation of weapons of mass destruction aimed at the Jewish people and against the possibility of a second Holocaust in his lifetime” (Caplan 1999:76). Begin also sold the 1982 Lebanon War to the Israeli people on the basis that it was the only “alternative” to “Auschwitz”(Waxman 2006:56).  Meanwhile almost all Israeli political and military leaders have emphasized the vital importance of military might as the only means to protect against inevitable persecution and possible destruction (Waxman 2006:51). 

This attitude is still prevalent today, in current narratives of victimhood and resistance:  for instance Livni, speaking at the memorial ceremony for Tom Lantos (the only Holocaust survivor member of US Congress) said “During Tom's last visit to Israel, we saw Israeli Air Force pilots flying over the gates of the Auschwitz concentration camp. I said on that occasion that the Star of David has been transformed from the yellow Star of David on the clothing of prisoners in the camps into the Star of David on Israeli jet planes which defend the State of Israel. But I would also like to add that we are proud that the Star of David is now the flag of the State of Israel, and we are not willing to have it transformed again by anti-Semites back into the yellow Star of David to be used against Israel. This is over, and (...) will never be again” (address by FM Livni to the Global Forum for Combating Anti-Semitism, 24th February 2008, http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Anti-Semitism+and+the+Holocaust/Documents+and+communiques/Address%20by%20FM%20Livni%20to%20the%20Global%20Forum%20for%20Combating%20Antisemitism%2024-Feb-2008).
In a NYT op-ed piece, an uncharacteristically belligerent Benny Morris caused an uproar over his rather blasé reference to a possible Israelis pre-emptive nuclear strike on Iran (while he may have meant by “Israeli nuclear strike” an “Israeli strike against Iran’s nuclear capacity”, his expression is confusing, maybe deliberately so. Certainly his article was interpreted as the former rather than the latter by commentators): “Israel will almost surely attack Iran’s nuclear sites in the next four to seven months (...) If the attack fails, the Middle East will almost certainly face a nuclear war — either through a subsequent pre-emptive Israeli nuclear strike or a nuclear exchange shortly after Iran gets the bomb. (...)
Israel, believing that its very existence is at stake — and this is a feeling shared by most Israelis across the political spectrum — will certainly make the effort [to destroy or delay Iran’s nuclear capacity]. (...) Thus an Israeli nuclear strike to prevent the Iranians from taking the final steps toward getting the bomb is probable. The alternative is letting Tehran have its bomb. In either case, a Middle Eastern nuclear holocaust would be in the cards” (Benny Morris, July 18, 2008, NYT, “Using Bombs to Stave Off War”, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/18/opinion/18morris.html?_r=1&scp=38&sq=israel&st=cse&oref=slogin). His article may have been intended to send the message to Iran that Israel is ready and willing to destroy them if they continue with their nuclear efforts. However, whether pre-emptive bluster or serious, this type of belligerent message (and action) is fairly characteristic of Israel’s foreign policy. And yet it has the effect of escalating tensions, anger and victimhood, rather than increasing Israeli security: “The existential anxiety built into Israeli collective identity and collective memory simultaneously fuels civilian militarism and reinforces “military militarism” and the military-cultural complex, creating a vicious circle that always leads to self-fulfilling “worst-case” prophesies” (Kimmerling 2001:228).
The vengeful fighter

There is a darker side to the fighter narrative, usually espoused by the more right-wing Israeli factions, which betrays a desire for vengeance for Israelis’ own victimhood. This desire for vengeance seems either driven by excessive fear and anger towards perceived vulnerability and victimization, or by the drunkenness conferred by power, or simply by a desire to rid the land of Palestinians who stand in the way of Eretz Israel, the whole land of Israel.  Israel’s obsession with military might to achieve its goals of security, and its occupation of a much weaker people, has turned many Israeli resistants/fighters into intransigent and sometimes vengeful bullies.  Amos Oz, the Israeli writer, detects “a “reprisal” underside to the “ideology of survival (...) According to this sentiment, the purpose of the State of Israel [was] not to save the Jews but to teach the non-Jews a lesson and vent our rage on them and particularly to show them how tough and warlike and cruel we too can be, and how much they ought to respect us for being as bad as they are if not more so” (Caplan 1999:71).  And, illustrating the corrupting value of power:  “Take an army reservist. He is put in a position of power. He knows that he can treat the Palestinians any way he wants, and that no one will say anything to him. That is the arrogance of power. The problem is that you can get used to treating people like that” (Tali, an Israeli woman who works for an organization promoting tolerance between Israelis and Palestinians, quoted in Sultan 2006:154). It is partly these attitudes which causes many Israelis and Jews to decry the perversion of Jewish society and values, and which outrages public opinion abroad. 

Instances of vengeful and bullying remarks as part of official Israeli discourse are noted by the journalist Rami Almeghari, pointing out that Vilnai’s remarks in March 2008 regarding a Shoah on Gaza if the rockets did not stop, were not unique:  Indeed, Knesset Minister Meir Sheetrit claimed in the same month that Israel should “hit everything that moves with weapons and ammunition”;  The former Deputy Defence Minister Avigdor Lieberman (himself a late immigrant to Israel from Moldova) had advocated the "transfer" of indigenous Palestinian citizens in Israel; Rehavam Ze’evi, the assassinated Tourism Minister had claimed that Palestinian labourers working in Israel were "a cancer" and advocated that "[Israel] should get rid of the ones who are not Israeli citizens the same way you get rid of lice" (Israel keeping true to its racist words, EI, 2 March 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9361.shtml).  Not only can this attitude be found amongst the top echelons of government, but also among top religious figures such as Israel's former Sephardic Chief Rabbi Mordechai Eliyahu who, in 2007, sent a letter to Prime Minister Olmert which was distributed in Israeli synagogues ruling “that there was absolutely no moral prohibition against the indiscriminate killing of civilians during a potential massive military offensive on Gaza aimed at stopping the rocket launchings  ("Eliyahu advocates carpet bombing Gaza," The Jerusalem Post, 30 May, 2007); and his son, Shmuel Eliayhu, Chief Rabbi of Safad said: "If they don't stop after we kill 100, then we must kill a thousand. And if they don’t stop after 1,000 then we must kill 10,000. If they still don't stop we must kill 100,000, even a million. Whatever it takes to make them stop."  (“Top Rabbi advocates genocide”, Ali Abunimah, EI, 31 May 2007, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article6987.shtml)

Jeff Halper, the Israeli activist and academic, claims that this dehumanizing and vengeful attitude towards the Palestinians, which is the extreme version of the fighter identity, is enabled by Israelis’ belief in their own victimhood. “[Israelis] see themselves as the victim, and if you’re the victim, you’re not responsible for anything you do. (...) If you combine three elements: the idea that we are right, with the notion that we’re the victim, with our great military power, you have a lethal combination” (March 29, 2003, “Like Being Autistic with power”, Kathleen and Bill Christison, Counterpunch, http://www.counterpunch.org/christison03292003.html).
While Israelis are constantly deriding Hamas as bloodthirsty barbarians and terrorists, the rhetoric of the Hamas officials seems positively conciliatory when compared with some of the Israeli officials quoted above. For instance Khaled Meshal, the Hamas leader in Damascus, (a hardliner who Israel tried to assassinate in 1997) claims that "As a Palestinian today I speak of a Palestinian and Arab demand for a state on 1967 borders. It is true that in reality there will be an entity or state called Israel on the rest of Palestinian land”.  And Ahmed Yusuf, an adviser to the Hamas Prime Minister of Gaza, Ismail Haniya, said that "Israel is there, it is part of the United Nations and we do not deny its existence. But we still have rights and land there which have been usurped and until these matters are dealt with we will withhold our recognition” (Conal Urquhart, The Guardian, “Hamas official accepts Israel but stops short of recognition”, January 11 2007 http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2007/jan/11/israel). 

The narratives of Israeli victimhood, and the ensuing narratives and actions of the fighter have, despite their negative consequences, succeeded in making Israel one of the most resilient and powerful countries in the world. As Weiner points out, it is the Jews’ “extraordinary fear of death” that “leads to anticipatory preventive measures of a most peculiar intensity that serve to prevent the end from ever coming” (1986:113). 

b. Palestine -- The Fedayeen
Palestinian narratives follow a similar pattern to Israeli ones: because of their acute sense of victimhood, Palestinians developed an alter-ego: the powerful and honourable resistant.  The Palestinian discourse of resistance and national liberation matured during the 1970s, partly as a result of the Occupation in 1967, but also as a result of the coming of age of the first exiled generation, whose parents had experienced the Nakba, who turned the narratives of grief and loss into narratives of resistance and struggle” (Sayigh, 1979, in Lindholm Schultz 2003:2,124).  
This dichotomy between the identities of the victim and the fighter are illustrated by Kamel Moghani in his painting “West Bank” (turned into a postcard).  It features Lena Nablusi, a Palestinian student, killed in Nablus by an Israeli sniper. According to Semmerling, “Lena symbolizes victimization, innocence abused, ruthless murder, and defeated Palestine. In counterpoint is the summarizing symbol of the fidai, who is Palestine’s guerrilla soldier, fighting from behind the lines to defeat the perpetrator and willing to sacrifice himself to avenge such murders” (Semmerling 2004:80). As with the Israelis, Palestinian identities are divided, in varying degrees, between narratives of victimhood and resistance.  

Role of the Palestinian narrative of fighter/resistant
Israeli and Palestinian fighter/resistant narratives also share similar goals: to restore a sense of pride, honour and purpose to victims of persecution, loss and shame.  Palestinians voice this sense of shame: “When we were in this country before the Palestinian revolution, we didn’t dare say we were Palestinian, we were ashamed of ourselves” (Christison 2001:190, in Lindholm Schultz 2003:125); and pride in the resistance: “Don’t tell them only about our suffering. Tell them that we are strong; that we are still resisting” [Mahir Yamani, former PFLP guerrilla, November 2001, in Khalili 2007:90); and finally and maybe most importantly, a sense of identity and belonging: “I felt stateless and without identity, but the struggle and the revolution gave me a new identity” (Mahmoud, Palestinian ex-resistance fighter from Lebanon, 24th January 2001, in Lindholm Schultz 2003:125).
The importance of the Palestinian narrative of struggle as a source of identity and honour explains the frustration caused by the Israeli rejection of not only their narratives of victimhood, but also of resistance.  Huwaida Arraf, the Palestinian co-founder of the International Solidarity Movement (ISM) expresses her indignation about this: “Palestinians do not have the right to resist. If they resist, Israel calls them terrorists, and hunts them down like animals inside the camps. What would you do if someone came and took your land, and locked you in a room? Would you not try to resist? Would you not be outraged if, because you resisted, you were labelled a terrorist?” (Sultan 2006:131).  The French-Israeli writer Amnon Kapeliouk illustrated how during the 1970s, as Palestinian nationalism acquired international credibility, Israel launched a concerted effort to portray Palestinian resistance as terrorism, in an attempt to discredit and deligitimize it (Said 1988:13). This strategy continues to this day, with Israeli leaders referring to “Islamic terrorism” as the greatest scourge facing the modern world, and their own brand of Palestinian terrorism as being the same thing: religious extremism and fanaticism rather than legitimate resistance to an illegal occupation. 
The weakening of Palestinian narratives of resistance

Due to the strategy of denying the narrative of struggle by indiscriminately labelling it “terrorism”, combined with the effects of the brutal repression of two Intifadas, the continued and worsening Occupation, and the liberal discourse of victimhood to garner foreign aid, Palestinian narratives of victimhood have gained the upper-hand over narratives of struggle.  Only Hamas still consistently uses the narrative of resistance, and is critical of Fatah for dropping it, earning the respect of many Palestinians in the process. This partly explains why the Israelis see Hamas as such a threat: because they refuse to adopt the de-politicized and more passive narrative of victimhood. Fawzi Barhoum, a Hamas spokesman in Gaza, criticized Fatah for its focus on victimhood as opposed to resistance “President Abbas doesn’t believe in the resistance against the occupier and is looking to promote a defeatist project under the false slogan of wanting to protect the Palestinian people”  (“Hit by Rockets, Israel Attacks, Killing 7” February 8th, 2008, NYT, Isabel Kershner,  http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/08/world/middleeast/08mideast.html?scp=69&sq=israel&st=cse).
The identity and narrative of martyrdom

Martyrdom presents an interesting bridge between the identity of victim and that of fighter/resistant, given that “martyrdom” can be both victimhood which is inflicted by the enemy, and victimhood which is actively chosen by the subject as an act of resistance.  Both, however, are direct results of victimhood and its narratives, but one is an extreme version of the victim identity (passive martyrdom – death at the hands of another) while the other is an extreme version of the fighter identity (martyrdom as resistance).  

As with the resistant narrative, self-chosen martyrdom is paradoxically seen as the only way to a meaningful life, given the victimhood which robs daily life of meaning:  “You have to ask yourself why certain individuals would be willing to blow themselves up. I say individuals because there are not tens of hundreds or even thousands who commit these hideous acts. (...) These bombers have seen their land confiscated, their fathers killed, their mothers held up at checkpoints where they bleed to death. They go berserk. They think they have no other recourse. If Israel stopped treating us like terrorists, stopped killing us, and stealing our land, the Israeli people would never see a suicide bomber” (Elias, a History teacher at Ramallah High School, quoted in Sultan 2006:105).
Martyrdom is also seen as a way to restore honour in the face of shame, as pointed out by the Palestinian psychiatrist Eyad Sarraj, much like the Israeli Sabra identity served to restore the Jewish sense of pride after the shame of the Holocaust: “Shame is the most painful emotion in Arab culture, producing the feeling that one is unworthy to live. The honourable Arab is the one who refuses to suffer shame and dies in dignity. The 35 years of Israeli military occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip has served as a continuous reminder of Arab weakness. (...) Suddenly Palestinians felt that they were restoring their honour by fighting the aggressor, by not being helpless victims. (...) In every case of martyrdom, there is a personal story of tragedy and trauma” (“Why We Blow Ourselves Up”, Time Magazine, 8th April 2002, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1002161-1,00.html).
Self-chosen martyrdom is also seen as one of the only ways to regain control of one’s destiny.  Choosing death – of oneself, or of another -- is the ultimate act (or illusion) of control over destiny. “Being victimized removes personal power. (...) Self-attacks [are] in a sense, an attempt to gain power over [ones’] situation by being able to choose whether to live or to die” (Collins 1997:56). 

Narratives of Palestinian martyrdom are seen by most Israelis and Jews as signs of pure evil, and complete brainwashing of young people who are indoctrinated into killing themselves for the sake of “22 virgins”. Many do not seem to understand, or choose the ignore, the rationale behind self-inflicted martyrdom, as evidenced by Daniel Pipes: “Islamic Jihad, which along with Hamas trains the suicide killers, explains: "We do not take depressed people. If there were a one-in-a-thousand chance that a person was suicidal, we would not allow him to martyr himself. In order to be a martyr bomber, you have to want to live." The same strange logic applies for Hamas, which rejects anyone "who commits suicide because he hates the world" (Pipes, Daniel (2001), “Arafat's Suicide Factory”, New York Post, http://www.aish.com/jewishissues/middleeast/Arafats_Suicide_Factory.asp).

Pipes claims this is “strange logic”, however it is very logical. The point is that suicide bombers choose to die not because they are depressed but because their life is not meaningful. They want to live, of course, but their lives under occupation are so hopeless that only their death can give them meaning, which makes them susceptible to whatever brainwashing may be entailed in convincing them that they are dying for their country, for their people, as an act of resistance against oppression and/or dictated by their religion. 
Pipes also claims that the Palestinian Authority inculcates “two things into its population, starting with the children: a hatred of Jews and a love of death”. Not only is this inconsistent with Hamas’ point listed in the same article, that “in order to be a martyr (...) you have to want to live”, but also it’s inconsistent with the view, expressed here by Ghassan Kanafani in 1973, that “Self-sacrifice, within the context of revolutionary action, is an expression of the very highest understanding of life, and of the struggle to make life worthy of a human being. The love of life for a person becomes a love for the life of his people’s masses and his rejection that their life persists in being full of continuous misery, suffering and hardship” (quoted in Khalili 2007:20).
Similar narratives of self-chosen martyrdom as acts of resistance to victimhood were at the origin of terrorism committed by Jewish terrorists during the British Mandate period, and can be found in old Israeli narratives: “Even those stories [in the national heroic literature] that end in suicidal acts related to a Samson-like heroism rather than to the staunch valour of the fighters on Masada; the suicides are deeds of action that result in a semblance of physical victory rather than acts of passive, albeit courageous, acceptance of fate” (Gertz 2000:43).
Palestinian narratives of “steadfastness” 
Another narrative resulting from Palestinian victimhood is that of “steadfastness” or Sumud (Khalili 2007:90). This narrative seems to be especially prevalent among Palestinians, and is characterised by a stoical and patient attitude towards victimhood.  As such it is a more peaceful alternative to the narrative of violent resistance, restoring some dignity to the victim through their attitude rather than actions.  Throughout the research into the voices of Palestinians, it was a surprisingly prevalent narrative.  Here is one example among many, the extract of a letter from Bassam Aramin, the father of a 10 year old who was killed by an Israeli sniper in front of her school, to Hisam, the father of 10 year old boy recently killed by a sniper in Nilin:  “They have killed our children, Hisam. What can we do but fight on? We will never lay down our arms. For despite the advanced military technology and deadly force that we face, it is we who posses the most dangerous weapons of all. These are the weapons of morality and justice. We will not surrender these in the face of brutality, and we will be steadfast in demanding justice for our children. Ahmed and Abir's murderers must be judged and sentenced as criminals. Let me be clear: we do not seek revenge. Justice for our beloved, dead children will not be served by the murder of a young Israeli girl in front of her school, or by the murder of a young Israeli boy by a bullet to the head. We will refuse to mirror the violent means of the occupation. You and I, and every Palestinian, must let our morals and our humanity and the teachings of our great faiths be our guides.
Yours in bereavement and steadfastness,
(“An open letter: Father to father”, Bassam Aramin, EI, 7 August 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9747.shtml).
IV.    Implications of Narratives of victimhood for Peace
Both Israeli and Palestinian narratives of victimhood, therefore, lead to narratives of resistance to real or perceived threats.  Whether these narratives are based on genuine feelings of victimhood, or convenient covers for national and personal agendas, they are significant as they determine policies and actions.  Indeed, narratives of victimhood serve to legitimize violent and often pre-emptive acts against the enemy, and can lead to “ethnic cleansing and genocide” (Bar-Tal 2006:32), as well as terrorism, thereby perpetuating the cycle of violence and victimhood indefinitely. 

Conditions for healing and peace...
In order for healing and eventually peace, there is a need to move beyond entrenched narratives of victimhood, to eventually espouse a new, common narrative, as advocated by Ilan Pappe through “joint historiographical reconstruction involving individuals from both sides who absolve themselves of their national and positional identities” (Rotberg 2006:13). 

However, as pointed out by the two psychologists Dan Bar-On and Sami Adwan: “bridging narratives will be impossible in the foreseeable future” (Rotberg 2006:13). Indeed, in order for Israelis and Palestinians to be reconciled enough to develop a common narrative, several conditions must be met: first, each side must recognize the subjectivity and therefore the legitimacy of the other’s narrative.  Second, there is a need to align, as much as possible, subjective narratives with facts. This entails not touting the supremacy of one’s own victimhood, and actually being exposed to the facts.  Third, there needs to be International recognition of the legitimacy of both narratives, as well as an acknowledgement of the disparity between narratives and facts. Fourth, victimhood needs to stop before either side can move beyond its narratives. Fifth, the assumption, already made in most of this essay, is that the onus must be on Israel, the more powerful party, to take the lead. And sixth, alternative voices for peace need to be empowered.   

1. Acknowledgement of the other’s narrative as legitimate
Moving beyond entrenched narratives and identities of victimhood and resistance is a painful and difficult process, given the over sixty years of conflict between the two sides. According to Caplan, it would take an “almost-impossible series of mental gymnastics (...) for most Israelis and Palestinians to imagine “the other” as victim rather than aggressor (1999:78,79). Hence, the first step should be the less ambitious recognition of the legitimacy of the other’s narrative, based on recognition of its subjectivity. This process starts by listening to the other’s narrative, and accepting that while it may be very different from one’s own, it is legitimate as it represents the personal experience of the other, and drives actions based on that experience. It is especially important that each side recognize the other’s narrative of suffering, as this can entail empathy, and a recognition of their humanity.  
Therefore the Israelis must acknowledge that the Palestinians are current victims of a brutal and illegal occupation, and as such have legitimate narratives of victimhood, to which one answer is violent resistance. It is also paramount for the Palestinians to understand that the Israelis and Jews have deep experiences of victimhood and trauma, which have fostered feelings of insecurity and vulnerability, causing them to react belligerently to perceived threats.  Palestinians and their supporters must understand that belligerent statements – which even in the early days of the Israeli state they were often neither able nor willing to carry out -- touch a raw nerve with a people who in the past were decimated in the most barbaric of ways (Waxman 2006:49). 
By denying the validity of the other side’s narratives of victimhood and struggle, Israelis and Palestinian are denying their suffering, and thus their humanity. Bar-Tal underlines the importance of each side seeing their opponent not only as a perpetrator, but also as a victim (2006:37).  And Tessler claims that: “Rather than demonizing one’s historic adversaries and thus believing that they are driven by irrational or immoral principles, accepting their narrative makes them human  (Tessler 2006:174)(emphasis added).  Dehumanizing the opponent enables untold violence against them, without guilt, thus perpetuating the conflict indefinitely. In “The 8 Stages of Genocide” by Greg Stanton, President of Genocide Watch, a number of warning signs of impending genocide include:  "dehumanization" of potential victim groups and preparation, whereby potential victims "are often segregated into ghettoes, deported into concentration camps, or confined to a famine-struck region and starved." Ali Abunimah, the founder of EI, draws a parallel with the situation in Gaza, effectively an open-air prison for 1.5 million Palestinians, pointing out that the slope from dehumanization to crimes-against-humanity, is a slippery one. (“Israeli minister threatens "holocaust" as public demand ceasefire talks”, Ali Abunimah, EI, 29 February 2008, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9354.shtml).
2. Narratives versus “facts”
However, not only is there a need for recognition of the legitimacy of the other side’s narratives, but also for an alignment of subjective narratives with facts. As seen above, factual indicators of present victimhood weigh heavily towards Palestinian suffering. Furthermore, against the backdrop of Israeli narratives of victimhood, Israel has the world’s fourth most powerful military complex and is the only nuclear power in the Middle East, having over 150 Nuclear war-heads (according to Jimmy Carter), and is backed politically, militarily and financially by the US, the world’s only superpower. It is in a very strong position, firmly ensconced on its land, and expanding it daily. As Daniel Gavron, the British-Israeli writer points out:  “If in the 1880s (the start of Zionist settlement in what is now Israel) (...) somebody had said that one day virtually the entire world, including all the Arab nations, would accept the existence of the State of Israel in 78 percent of the land of Israel, he would have been regarded as either idiotically optimistic or clinically insane. (...) Wake up, fellow Israelis, it’s over, we’ve won! What is more we’ve won a lot: more than 8,000 square miles out of the 10,400 square miles of the British Mandate for Palestine. And most Palestinians have accepted this territorially lopsided resolution of the 100-year-old dispute. What matters is that we are acting from a position of strength.”  Ironically, the only thing remaining to secure Israel’s long-term security is a sustainable and fair peace with the Palestinians, which would doubtless lead to a domino-effect of peace treaties with all Israel’s neighbours.  Indeed, even the Iranian President Ahmedinejad has said that he would follow what the Palestinians agreed with Israel (Daniel Gavron, February 11th, 2008, NYT, “Israel’s Secret Success”, (http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/11/opinion/11gavron.html?scp=40&sq=israel&st=cse).
Yet, as shown above, many Israelis and Jews, including those in government, speak and act in ways that project a sense of Israeli vulnerability and fear of their enemies’ overwhelming capacity to destroy them. This attitude, and the glaring disparity between Israeli and Jewish narratives of victimhood versus facts, is incredibly detrimental to peace.   For instance, at the aforementioned IQ2 debate, Dan Gillerman gave an entire speech, supposedly on “Proposals to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict”, dwelling almost exclusively on the threat of Iran, of terrorism, and of Islamic Extremism, saying that there could be neither progress nor peace in the Israel-Palestinian conflict until the Iranian, terrorist and Islamic Extremist threats were dealt with.  Ephraim Halevy, the ex-head of Mossad (the Israeli Secret Service), echoed these concerns, and spoke of “slowing the peace process down” in light of the circumstances.  Whether this is driven by genuine fears of victimhood, or by political goals of gaining more time to build facts-on-the-ground and thus making a just peace (even more) impossible, this insistence that Israelis have to be completely secure from perceived and potential victimhood before the Palestinian issue is addressed, kills all hope of a solution to the conflict.  An urgent re-alignment of narratives with facts is necessary, both within Israel but also in the international community.
a. Letting go of hierarchies of suffering
One of the explanations for the disparity between narrative and fact is the concept of the uniqueness of Jewish victimhood which is based on the notion of a superiority of Jewish suffering, and therefore predicated mainly on the past. “Harking back to foul or fair deeds in an ancient time demonstrates the justness of today’s cause and the perfidy of today’s opponent. Without an acceptable recourse to the past, gaining legitimacy for rebellion and hostility, plus terror, is impossible” (Rotberg 2006:1). Despite the fact that more Jews were killed during the Holocaust than Palestinians and in a much more barbaric way, Palestinian victimhood is presently greater than Israeli victimhood in terms of numbers and intensity, as well as length, having been going on for sixty years. Comparisons are odious in these matters. However due to the prevalent narrative of Jewish victimhood being unique (which the Holocaust-expert Jean-Michel Chaumont has equated with “intellectual terrorism”), and its use to justify oppression and occupation, one must point out the pitfalls of this thinking.  According to Ellie Wiesel, comparing the Holocaust to the suffering of others represents a “total betrayal of Jewish history” (both quoted in Finkelstein 2003:47,48,49,45). But when not comparing is an excuse for claiming perpetual victim status at the expense of another people, one has a moral duty to compare.
b. Need to be exposed to reality in order to see it

Another obstacle to bringing subjective narratives in line with facts, is the negligible contact between Israelis and Palestinians. Indeed while before the Intifadas there used to be a fair amount of exchange between the two populations, with approximately 180,000 Palestinians working in Israel, in recent years, movement between the two sides has been drastically reduced, a situation exacerbated by the Separation Wall. This lack of contact between the two sides, while designed to ensure Israel’s security from suicide bombers, is a real impediment to peace:  each side lives in a vacuum, entrenched in its own narratives, unable and unwilling to contemplate “the other” except in the context of self-as-victim versus other-as-perpetrator.  
Furthermore, apart from the few valiant and visionary Israelis and Palestinians working together for Peace, most contact between sides is based on negative experiences of suffering, further feeding narratives of victimhood and resistance. Indeed Palestinians experience Israelis as an occupying force through their daily contact with Israeli soldiers and police who control their lives. While Israeli experience of Palestinians is usually limited to direct or mediatized experiences of terrorism, rocket attacks or expressions of anger against an Occupation which Israelis barely acknowledge or experience, except in the artificial situation of occupying soldiers.  This is exacerbated by a nationalistic Israeli media which further entrenches these narratives (Dor 2004; Liebes 1997). A striking number of Palestinian and Israeli voices quoted in Sultan’s work emphasized the ignorance of the Israelis to the realities of the Occupation and a lack of contact between the two sides.  Amira, an Israeli Arab working at Hebrew University says: “In general, [Israelis] ignore what goes on in the West Bank. All they want to know is why we Palestinians are killing them. They don’t want to know about the reality and hardships of the Occupation” (quoted in Sultan 2006:192). The author Cathy Sultan, in a conversation with Shira T, a Professor at Hebrew University) asserts that: “Palestinians know practically nothing about Israelis. How are Israelis and Palestinians ever going to work together toward peace if they do not speak the same language, or understand each others’ mentality?” Shira replies: “I do not know how to answer that. I was brought up in a very Jewish household. We had Arab servants. That was as close as I came to knowing a Palestinian. I do not think that attitude has changed very much. (...) Even now, if Israelis have relationships with Arabs which is very rare, it usually is not for anything personal. Israelis, for the most part, have no interest in forming friendships with Palestinians” (Sultan 2006:204).
There is a leitmotiv in Palestinian voices asking for Israelis to come and see their reality, even if for a day. However the Israeli government forbids this for security reasons. Yet until each side is able to truly see the other’s reality, they will never be able to move beyond each other’s narratives. Palestinians must “see” with their mind’s eye, Israeli paranoia and fear, stemming from a history of persecution and victimhood, and exacerbated by the effects of terrorism, while Israelis must “see” with their real eyes, the daily victimhood and persecution of Palestinians.  Maha, a Palestinian actress who works with children, entreats the Israelis: “Come and live among us, visit our refugee camps, our hospitals, watch what goes on at the checkpoints. Try to cross the checkpoints without saying who you are. Do this for yourself, for your fellow Israelis. I think, then, you will understand why we are so frustrated and weary, and desperate enough to go blow ourselves up, taking innocent Israelis with us” (quoted in Sultan 2006:170).
3. Importance of the international community in acknowledging

narratives and realities of victimhood

It is imperative that the International community recognize Israeli and Palestinian narratives of victimhood but also that they recognize the disparity between these narratives and facts. The Israelis and Jews have benefited from substantial acknowledgement of their victimhood, through public apologies and moral and financial support, and their narratives of victimhood have, for the most part, been embraced by the West, in public discourse, history books, museums, etc... While there remain certain renegade Holocaust deniers and despicable neo-Nazi groups, the uproar around these is testimony to their unacceptability, and indeed illegality, as Holocaust denial is forbidden by law in nine European countries and Israel (http://neo-neocon.blogspot.com/2006/02/we-didnt-start-fire-should-holocaust.html).  However Palestinian narratives of victimhood, despite the facts of their victimhood, are still controversial, accepted by many journalists, aid workers and politicians but denied by many, misunderstood by the mainstream (Philo and Berry 2004:216,218,221), and barely reflected in foreign policy. For instance, during the Gaza siege when Israel declared Gaza a “hostile entity”, despite the fact that under the 4th Geneva Convention the Occupying power has a responsibility for the welfare of the Occupied, international condemnation was non-existent or muted: “The decision was quickly given backing by US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice. (...)  There have been barely audible bleats of protest from the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon ("Such a step would be contrary to Israel's obligations towards the civilian population under international humanitarian and human rights law") and the European Union ("The [European] Commission hopes that Israel will not find it necessary to implement the measures for which the [cabinet] decisions set the framework yesterday." What? It hopes that Israel will not find it necessary to cut off basic necessities to 1.5 million people of whom half are children?”  (Ali Abunimah, “Dehumanizing the Palestinians”, EI, 21 September 2007, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/article9002.shtml). This is partly because the International community seems to have embraced Israeli narratives of victimhood, seeing Palestinian struggle as terrorism rather than resistance, and partly because countries have their own self-serving agendas.  Whatever the reason, there is an urgent need for the International community to adjust narratives to reality.  Unwavering support of Israel based on acceptance of their narratives of victimhood (among other reasons) has negative consequences on the intractability of the conflict, perpetuating violence and further victimhood.  


4. Impossibility of Peace without cessation of violence and victimhood 
Regardless of whether narratives of victimhood are instrumental in explaining the International community’s lopsided support of Israel, and whether the International community and Israelis choose to recognize the disparity between narratives and facts, there must be an immediate cessation of violence and victimization on both sides for there to be any hope of peace. Until violence and victimization have stopped, there can be no hope of mutual recognition of narratives, or of moving beyond them.  Bar-On, for instance, conducted research on Palestinian and Israeli students’ reactions to experimental narratives, and found that, due to the daily hardships of the occupation, the Palestinians found it harder to listen to the Israeli narratives (Bar-On 2006:212)(emphasis added). Conflict theory backs these findings, stating that one of the conditions of healing and reconciliation is “Safety from violence and humiliation” (Rosenberg "Victimhood" Beyond Intractability, July 2003, http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/victimhood).
5. Onus is on Israel as the most powerful

Given that the victimhood must stop before there can be any hope of reconciliation, and given that the Israelis are the ones in power, and the ones conducting a brutal and illegal occupation of the Palestinians, the onus has to be on Israel to take the lead in stopping the victimization. Until this happens, the Palestinians will respond to their own narratives of victimhood by resisting against the Israelis. As Roni Hirschenson points out: “People who live in dignity, without desperation or hunger, don’t use terror. If their needs were met, the flames of terror would be lowered. And of course Israel will have its security only when both people live in peace” (Roni Hirschenson, who lost a son in a suicide bombing, and another later to suicide, quoted in Neslen 2006:197). This is a difficult strategy, and one that will require a long-term outlook. There will certainly be some continued violence against the Israelis by renegade factions, at least until conditions improve substantially in the Occupied Territories and the governmental powers are able to legitimately repress these elements. Obviously pressure must also be put on the Palestinians to stop all violence and victimization, however after forty years of brutal Israeli military occupation, Palestinian society is in disarray, governmental control is weak (and therefore authoritarian), and a profound rot has taken hold, which has led to a break-down in civil society and institutions, and created a vacuum in which religious extremism can grow in what was traditionally one of the most secular societies in the Middle East. Not only should Israel stop the daily victimization, but also should contribute to rebuilding civil society in Palestine, promoting rather than hindering economic development, education (for instance allowing instead of preventing Palestinian scholars from getting visas, as in the much publicized, yet still not completely resolved, Fulbright scholarship situation in which Fulbright scholars were denied visas to study in the US based on spurious “security concerns” levelled by the Israelis http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/sep/27/israelandthepalestinians.middleeast) etc...  It is in Israel’s interest, and in their power, to reduce daily levels of Palestinian victimhood, and enable them to develop alternative identities to those of victim or resistant.  As Gavron says: “What we should not be doing is what we are doing now: besieging and blacking out Gaza, killing and arresting dozens of Palestinians in the Occupied Territories every month, and constructing walls and fences between us and our neighbours.” However all this rests on the grand assumption that the Israelis are desirous enough for a just and lasting peace to make the necessary concessions for it. 
6. Empowering Alternative Narratives
There are Israelis and Palestinians who are not entrenched in narratives of victimhood and struggle, and who not only manage to acknowledge each side’s narratives as legitimate, but also are able to transcend these narratives and identities. Furthermore they have a clear grasp of the realities of power, and a lucid and honest view of facts on the ground. While unfortunately these voices seem to be in a minority, and don’t tend to be in power, it is imperative to listen to them, and recognize that they may be the only hope for peace. Given that the onus is on Israel to stop the victimhood of the Palestinians it is also fitting that the voices of the Israelis and Jews ring the loudest as offering paths towards peace and alternative narratives.  In Israel, they tend to be on the left of the political spectrum, since the right is entrenched in narratives of ‘“we” are the victims and “they” are the attackers” while “the anxiety of the Left was caused specifically by the experience of ruling over a large Arab population and the fear that Israeli soldiers would come to resemble brutal Nazis” (Naveh 2006:260).
Many Israelis and Jews recognize that the Occupation is morally corrosive, and that the often remorseless victimization of the Palestinians threatens to undermine the purity of the Jews’ own victimhood, casting a pal over its sacred memory, and undermining Jewish values and morality.  Ellis contends that through the victimization of another people, the Israelis are increasing their own victimhood, not only because of the physical repercussions of Palestinian resistance, but also because of the moral degeneration which accompanies it -- in itself, its own form of victimhood (2002:175). There are many Israeli and Jewish voices, official and unofficial, who decry the current situation.  For instance Amram Mitzna, leader of the Israeli Labour party in 2003, points out: “We are behaving like the cruellest enemies the Jewish people ever had. You know, people accuse us of behaving like Germans and we say, “No, we have morals, we don’t put them in ghettoes.” The reality is that we are occupying three and a half million people against their will” (quoted in Neslen 2006:218-219). And Dov Yirmya, a Deputy Battalion commander in the war of 1948 claims that: “the deterioration of Jewish and Israeli morals after ’48 went so far that I fear we reached the abyss. Unfortunately, the Nazis – and here I say a dangerous thing – seared the evil of the German soul on to people here. Hatred comes usually of hate. There was a recent opinion poll saying that 65% of Israelis want Arabs to be transferred. We were transferred once. How can we utter that word? In human history, the oppressed often become the worst oppressors if conditions allow. It’s human nature, and I have a very bitter feeling that the Jews, the ablest people on earth for doing good, can also easily become the opposite. After what we went through, to become racists, how can that be? That’s bitter” (quoted in Neslen 2006:48).
These alternative voices draw their wisdom precisely from Jewish narratives of victimhood, but are able to transcend these to empathize with the suffering of the enemy, thereby turning unique suffering into an understanding of the lessons of universal suffering. Roni Hirschenson illustrates this position. Despite losing one son to a suicide bomber, and another later to suicide, he is able to rise above his own narrative of victimhood, to see the legitimacy of his enemy’s narrative of victimhood. “I don’t want even my enemy to share this pain. No human being deserves this. I don’t want to take another life because I can’t avenge all the people. It wouldn’t give me any comfort, just more pain. Those who killed my son killed themselves too, so what, their families? Their brothers? But you can skip the forgiveness. (...) I can reconcile without forgiving. I meet a lot of Palestinians and we share the same pain and ideas about grief. Our idea is that to end this conflict, we have to end the cycle of violence. That means understanding the other side’s pain. Even the suicide bomber and his family are victims of the conflict” (Neslen 2006:196).  These are brave and thoughtful voices, which need to be nurtured rather than repressed. However often they are repressed by the Israeli government or by peers.
Through this sense of shared victimhood, narratives of victimhood become unifying rather than dividing, as illustrated by Finkelstein: “I will suggest that in studying the Nazi holocaust we can learn much not just about “the Germans” or “the Gentiles” but about all of us. Yet I think that to do so, to truly learn from the Nazi holocaust, its physical dimension must be reduced and its moral dimension expanded. Too many public and private resources have been invested in memorializing the Nazi genocide. Most of the output is worthless, a tribute not to Jewish suffering but to Jewish aggrandizement. The time is long past to open our hearts to the rest of humanity’s sufferings. This was the main lesson my mother imparted. I never once heard her say: Do not compare. My mother always compared. No doubt historical distinctions must be made. But to make out moral distinctions between “our” suffering and “theirs” is itself a moral travesty. “You can’t compare any two miserable people”, Plato humanely observed, “and say that one is happier than the other.” In the face of the sufferings of African-Americans, Vietnamese and Palestinians, my mother’s credo always was: We are all holocaust victims” (The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering, 2003:8). 
V. Conclusion

This essay has explored Israeli and Palestinian narratives of victimhood through official, expert, and lay voices of Israelis, Jews and Palestinians, as expressed in various media.  It has analyzed the role and impact of these narratives in terms of their purpose, and their effects on identity, policy and action. Finally it has examined these narratives’ impact on prospects for reconciliation and healing. 

One of the most striking findings has been the parallel nature of Israeli and Palestinian narratives: both peoples have legitimate claims to victim status (though mainly at different times), and both have created narratives and identities around this status. Both have also created alternative identities and narratives based on the desire, or perceived need, to transcend victimhood through violence.  However both realize the importance of justifying this violence through narratives of victimhood, in order to maintain external support and claim moral immunity. Therefore both have engaged in a battle to ensure that their narrative of victimhood gains the upper-hand in the national and international public spheres where ideas and policies are formed.  Yet while the parallels between each side’s narratives are striking, so are the disparities between each side’s factual realities.  Therein lies the power of the narrative: in its ability to affect perceptions of reality. 
According to present facts on the ground, Palestinians are the greater victims of the conflict. And yet, international policies towards the Palestinians continue to espouse positions of “equivalence” between the two sides, condemning the weaker party for acts of resistance against the stronger party, on the basis that the stronger party is victimized by the weaker party’s resistance.  As this essay has shown, this is partly due to the predominance of Israeli narratives of victimhood and legitimate resistance, which, while often driven by genuine feelings of victimhood and vulnerability, also enable Israel to justify its territorial ambitions and military actions.  This seemingly intractable problem can only be addressed by a re-alignment of narratives with facts within Israel, and within the International Community.  
Within Israel, however, the incentive for this re-alignment is minimal, as they have the most to lose from a just peace. As Rouhana points out:  “the more powerful party does not usually have sufficient incentives to engage in a genuine reconciliation process that would entail painful concessions and painful self-discovery” (Rouhana 2006:127)  --  in Israel’s case, painful territorial and power concessions.  As long as Palestinians adopt the passive, de-politicized stance of victims, rather than its corollary of resistance, Israelis can live relatively peaceful and successful lives, and continue to build and expand their national project in blatant violation of international law.  When the Palestinians adopt narratives and actions of resistance, however, Israelis then redouble their own narratives of victimhood, respond with the fighter narrative, and the “balance” of victimhood is restored. Given this intractable situation, short of an imposed International settlement (which will never happen due to the various agendas of foreign countries, and the power of Israel and its supporters), one of the main hopes for peace rests with Israeli,  Jewish and Palestinian alternative voices. Only with them working in their own societies and together to create a realignment of narratives with facts, a legitimization of the other side’s narratives of victimhood, and a transcendence of these narratives through recognition of common suffering, can there be any progress towards peace. This requires for both sides, but especially the Israelis, to use genuine narratives of suffering as instruments of rapprochement predicated on the recognition of common victimhood, rather than as excuses for the advancement of territorial and national agendas. 
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