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What’s in the Apartheid Analogy? Palestine/Israel 
Refracted

Raef Zreik and Azar Dakwar

Abstract This article engages the analogy of Palestine/Israel to 
apartheid South Africa, and probes the political imaginary that 
contours this discussion while explicating the circumstances of its 
emergence. Accordingly, it contends that apartheid is not merely a 
system of institutionalized separation; rather, it organizes the facts 
and reality of separation(s) within a frame and against a back-
ground unity that effectively allows it to be perceived as such. To 
that end, the article explores four key factors that created back-
ground unity in apartheid South Africa: labor relations; political 
theology; role of language; and geo-political unit(y), and scrutiniz-
es their political and experiential ramifications in Palestine/Israel.

Prologue1

J.G. Strijdom, South Africa’s prime minister from 1954 to 1958, 
described the racialized construction of space at the core of apartheid 
in these terms: “in a bus I will not sit alongside a native.”2 In May 
2015, the military commander of the occupied West Bank issued an 
order that allocated separate bus lines for local Palestinians and Jewish 
settlers. Upon the instruction of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, 
the Minister of Defense Moshe Yaa’lon revoked the order the next 
day.3 Prima facie, these two acts seem to suggest a salient moral and 
political difference between the ongoing state of affairs of contempo-
rary Palestine/Israel and what occurred under the apartheid in South 
Africa. This is all the more so if one considers explicit commitments 
to civil rights for all Israel’s citizenry (which comprises a fraction of 
the Palestinian people) found in the Declaration of the Establishment 
of the State of Israel (1948).4 Despite national subordination and bla-
tant cases of segregation (especially in zoning and housing) in Israel 
proper,5,6 Jewish and Palestinian citizens of Israel study together in col-
leges and universities, work together in civilian hospitals and clinics 
on all levels, dine in the same restaurants, and, indeed, ride on the 
same buses. It is therefore tempting for some analysts to argue that 
apartheid South Africa and Palestine/Israel represent two different 
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stories, historically, morally and politically. Yet for others it is equally, 
if not more, plausible, to argue that the state of Israel shares the inten-
tion, goals and de facto practices, especially in the West bank and Gaza, 
of apartheid South Africa—as both projects aimed to create and main-
tain purified ethno-national political entity while segregating, sepa-
rating and dominating the native population. This article elaborates in 
what senses the two stories appear analogous and in what senses they 
appear not.

1. Introduction

On July 19, 2018, the Basic Law: Israel—The Nation State of the Jewish 
People (hereinafter “The Jewish Nation State Basic Law”) was passed in 
the Knesset (Israeli Parliament) after seven years of deliberations. This 
Basic Law, which has a constitutional status, signals a new, yet con-
tinuous, phase in the juridical, legal and political reality in Palestine/
Israel, for it ordains explicitly the ethno-national supremacy of Jews 
in a sweeping and systematized manner.7 With this Basic Law in place 
the analogy of Israel to apartheid South Africa becomes more acute. 
Accordingly, this article sets out the historical, political and conceptu-
al-discursive backdrop that laid the grounds for the passing of the law, 
and at the same time situates this event within an unfolding trajec-
tory. The historical dimension is addressed insofar as the story of “the 
becoming” of apartheid is told according to the trajectories of its evolu-
tion, not through a description of mode(s) of “being.”8 It hence depicts 
socio-political events as signifying dynamic, unfolding processes, not 
as mere happenings or, alternatively, a formative, static “structure.”9 In 
this sense, events disclosing the becoming of apartheid are effectively 
treated as “structuring” events of and within a broad historical narra-
tive.10 So conceived, racial identities produced and maintained by an 
apartheid situation of settler colonial origin—as in the cases of South 
Africa and Palestine/Israel—need be understood as artifacts of their 
very processes of “enactment.”11 Therefore, in the context of our anal-
ysis, apartheid’s racial/constitutive dynamics are not to be considered 
inert structures.

The article is “political” in contradistinction to the “legal.” 
Evidently, apartheid is a phenomenon prohibited and criminalized by 
international law as a crime against humanity, not only the name of 
a regime that prevailed in South Africa. However, it is not the aim of 
this article to pass a juridical verdict whether Israel could or should be 
“convicted” of the crime of apartheid under international law (though 
we are cognizant of these debates and their political ramifications).12 
The article rather aims to advance a political take on apartheid—
which apprehends apartheid from the viewpoint of historico-political 
dynamics.
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The article is also conceptual, in the sense that we aim to say some-
thing not only about the factual “reality” apartheid constitutes but 
also about the way that this reality is construed and perceived, and 
how these perceptions frame the political discourse of the analogy to 
apartheid. Hence, we contend that apartheid, as a generalizable phe-
nomenon, is not only a reality but is also a conceptual apparatus, a 
lens through which one understands political realities and reciprocally 
informs political dynamics and resistance practices.13 Therefore, the 
article moves back and forth between describing “reality” and the way 
“reality” is perceived and acted upon.

Despite the fact that Israel has maintained vigorous systems of 
separation and domination since its establishment in 1948,14 it is note-
worthy that the apartheid analogy started gaining momentum only in 
the last two decades. This article thus attempts to contextualize the late 
emergence and appeal of the apartheid analogy in scholarship gener-
ally and in political analysis and public discourse within Palestine/
Israel particularly. This shift, we show, is in part due to changes in 
“reality” but is also a result of new “conceptions” of this reality.

The publication of former US President Jimmy Carter’s book 
Palestine: Peace Not Apartheid in 2006 represented a turning point in 
the international public circulation of the “apartheid analogy.”15 
Increasingly, Israeli prime ministers, senior ministers and president 
have been articulating their competing visions of the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict through the apartheid analogy.16 While some analysts 
and scholars argue that the analogy is politically appropriate and his-
torically valid,17 others reject the analogy’s purchase and view it as 
misleading.18 The majority of scholarly works addressing the appropri-
ateness or validity of the apartheid analogy tackle it from the perspec-
tive of the study of political regimes; i.e., with the intent to examine 
whether the objective features of the Israeli regime (factually) resemble 
those of apartheid South Africa.19 This article, however, goes beyond 
this modality of inquiry. It discursively scrutinizes the conceptual 
valence of the analogy, especially from the standpoint of Palestine/
Israel’s political subjects—whose political consciousness has been 
evolving (at least since the establishment of the State of Israel) in the 
shadow of coercive state practices of separation, segregation and dom-
ination.20

To that end, our conceptual analysis of political consciousness is 
informed by Erving Goffman’s concept of “structure of experience.” 
In his study Frame Analysis (1986), Goffman investigates the structural 
aspects of the experience of individuals in various moments of their 
social lives, as opposed to the “structure of social life” itself. Despite 
the primacy of the “objective” structure of social life over experience 
as such in structuralism, Goffman argues that what is important about 
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individuals’ experience of reality is the “sense of its realness in con-
trast to our feeling that some things lack this quality.”21 Accordingly, 
our inquiry seeks to elucidate primary frameworks of interpretation 
that subjects in Palestine/Israel employ—(un)self-consciously—as 
they “prime” or code political events in their everyday.22 Such primary 
frameworks are seen as rendering what would otherwise be a mean-
ingless aspect of the scene into something that is meaningful.23 Hence, 
we approach apartheid as an interpretive frame that structures the 
experience of affected subjects.

Furthermore, the article advances a sensibility which recognizes 
“the becoming” of apartheid as a lens of political consciousness as an 
intricate, not self-evident, thing: apartheid does not arise merely from 
the nominal acts of physical segregation, social discrimination or polit-
ical domination.24 For an apartheid imaginary to emerge, we contend, 
separation and domination, must take place in a context whereby the 
unity of the parts pulled apart can realistically be experienced/imag-
ined. Stated differently, tangible commonalities and imagined unity 
are the condition of apartheid discourse. Conceptually speaking, if 
there is no commonality whatsoever, and if there is no unifying frame, 
then it becomes difficult to draw a comparison between the compared 
objects/parties and realize what is exceptional in the scene. Hence, any 
conversation about exclusion must assume a certain baseline category 
or rule; a unifying frame.25 The “exception” cannot be thought unless 
considered as potentially subsumed under the rule. Rule is the condi-
tion of exception, and apartness could be thought only within frame of 
unity and commonality. Without this basic commonality—background 
unity indeed—we are positioned in what Jean-François Lyotard called 
differend: “a conflict between (at least) two parties, that cannot be equi-
tably resolved for lack of a rule of judgment applicable to both argu-
ments.”26 Hence, we argue that what delayed the discursive promi-
nence of the apartheid analogy in the case of Palestine/Israel is not the 
lack of concrete segregation, but a failure in perceiving it as the back-
ground unity which ordains and stabilizes the frame within which 
“apartness”/apartheid is experienced.

Concretely, the article takes stock of four major factors that shaped 
the apartheid regime and its dynamics in South Africa, and elaborates 
in comparative fashion on their purchase in Palestine/Israel’s case. 
These factors are: (1) labor relations; (2) the political theology of the 
dominant group; (3) the role and social function of language(s) in the 
formation of common political imaginary and unity; and (4) the integ-
rity of the geo-political unit over which the conflict revolves and within 
which it unfolds. These factors, separately and jointly, have been deci-
sive in creating a common background-cum-potential unity in twenti-
eth-century South Africa due to their inherent potential for unifying 
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the de facto body politic of South Africa as one unit encompassing 
“Africans,” “Asians,” “Coloreds,” and “Whites.” This dynamic had 
in effect rendered apartheid a “necessary” and visible regime. South 
Africa’s apartheid evolved from practices of spatial segregation and 
racial domination against the backdrop of increasing potential unity or 
oneness, and eventually grew into a comprehensive regime. It consol-
idated when some political leaders started to doubt the practicability 
of mere segregation on the one hand, and when economic necessities 
caused many blacks to move to the city and mix with whites on the 
other.27

The article proceeds to investigate the way the same above fac-
tors have functioned in Palestine/Israel. While rendering apartheid 
“necessary” in South Africa on the part of the white minority, these 
factors seem to conjure a dissimilar historico-political consciousness 
in Palestine/Israel. The constellation of the outlined modicum of four 
factors in Palestine/Israel has shaped Palestinian subjects’ structure 
of experience nonuniformly due to the differential geo-political seg-
regation into units imposed on them by the Israeli state. This coercive 
modality of rule over the Palestinians has marred their ability to per-
ceive or call to mind the background unity it harbors. As a result of this 
particular historical process the construal and common perception of 
the political reality in Palestine/Israel as apartheid has been impeded, 
and, together with it, any endogenous and common anti-apartheid 
movement.

Nevertheless, a background unity indicative of apartheid has 
been emerging due to the failure of the two-state solution and to the 
increase in physical settlement infrastructure and Jewish settler demo-
graphics in the West Bank—whose unceasing expansion has integrated 
the West Bank into Israel, and Israel proper into the West Bank. This 
dynamic has raised gradually, if slowly, the “sense of realness” of a 
single geo-political unit, as well as the awareness of its consolidation. 
On the other hand, within Israel proper, the surge in legislation and 
practices of segregation and subordination against the Palestinians cit-
izens in the past decade (reaching a high point in the Jewish Nation 
State Basic Law) has been evaluated as a game-changer, as a leap in the 
structure governing Palestinian social life. Concomitantly, this “struc-
turing” vector of inclusive exclusion within Israel proper has accen-
tuated the predicament of the superiority of Israeli Jewish citizens 
compared to their Palestinian counterparts and engendered a feeling 
of imminent inferiority in the latter’s structure of experience. Overall, 
we see a simultaneous double dynamic in Palestine/Israel: increase of 
perceived and foreseen unity on the one hand and intensification in the 
segregation of common life and the curtailing of egalitarian together-
ness on the other.28
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In light of the aforementioned, the article explains the histor-
ical and relative absence as well as the late emergence of the apart-
heid analogy in light of the proposition which deems apartheid a 
dynamic of segregation, separation and domination within various 
relevant frames of unity in Palestine/Israel. In this sense, unity—real 
or imagined—is the condition of apartheid. If there is no unity within 
which the separation takes place, then there can hardly be any apart-
heid. By the same token, if there is a unifying frame while there is no 
segregation/domination, then there is also no apartheid. The article 
traces the way(s) Israel maneuvers to hinder the emergence of a bla-
tant Apartheid regime and the limits of this maneuver. It offers a gen-
eral frame that does two things at the same time: it allows us to view 
Palestine/Israel as a single geo-political unit, and to conceive of the 
Zionist settlement project as a unity whilst leaving enough room for 
distinguishing between its different stages and the different shapes it 
has assumed territorially and politically (Israel proper, the West Bank 
and Gaza, the Palestinian refugees).

One of the major insights of this article pertains to the mismatch 
between the apartheid talk and a corresponding structure of experi-
ence generated by apartheid-like social structures in Palestine/Israel. 
We argue that, despite its increasing use, the analogy has not partic-
ularly gripped the local political imagination. This is because sep-
aration in the form of independent Palestinian state is still the main 
demand for the Palestinians of the Occupied Territories (primarily for 
the Palestinian political establishment therein, and to a lesser degree 
among the general population): they do not ask for equality within 
the existing political unit, but rather the creation of a separate unit for 
themselves. Territorial separation is a Palestinian demand. The full 
acknowledgment that the two peoples are trapped in a single Israeli-
controlled political unit has not yet settled in the political conscious-
ness of Palestinians. On the other hand, Israeli politicians on the left 
of the political spectrum still cling to a fantasy of a two-state solution 
(i.e., territorial separation and demographic segregation), while those 
on the right retain fantasies of population transfer/ethnic cleansing or 
segregated Bantustans.29 Both poles of the Israeli political map lack the 
imaginary of living collectively within one unit with the Palestinians. 
In sum, the centrifugal imagination to separate is far more dominant 
than the centripetal momentum to acknowledge the one de facto sov-
ereign political framework. When both collectivities, the Israeli Jews 
and the (fragmented) Palestinians, fully recognize the impossibility 
of national separation into separate geo-political units, apartheid will 
become acutely visible as a problem, to which the one-state solution 
becomes a possible, and probable, solution.

The article is very much informed by the piercing insights of 
the settler-colonial scholarship,30 and aware of the recent “turn” it 
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effected in the study of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict,31 which we have 
deployed and critiqued in previous work.32 While helpful in under-
standing systemic processes, the settler-colonial paradigm embodies 
an overarching approach that needs to be adjusted to capture the spe-
cific circumstances of each case with its own particular trajectories. 
As such it is an underdetermined category that always needs supple-
menting, and there is clear limit to what can expect from the para-
digm.33 Australia, the United States of America, Algeria, South Africa, 
Ireland and Palestine cast different variations of settler-colonial proj-
ects. But while the project in America ended in almost total defeat of 
the indigenous population, in Algeria in the defeat and dismantling 
of the settler project itself, a much less determinate outcome emerged 
in Ireland, South Africa and Palestine. The dynamic in South Africa 
ended in a juridical apartheid regime which to a large extent deter-
mined the form of solution/alternative—a one-state solution with 
equal political rights—but this outcome is neither logically nor histor-
ically entailed, as the cases of Palestine or Northern Ireland show. An 
apartheid regime is just one “solution” or constellation in a reality of 
skewed power dynamics among different collectives constituted by 
settler colonialism as the cases of South Africa and Palestine/Israel 
suggest. The apartheid analogy framework does not substitute the 
settler-colonial paradigm; but rather complements and particularizes 
it, for these two models unfold on two different levels of abstraction. 
Settler colonialism is neither a necessary (the Jim Crow regime in 
the US) nor a sufficient condition for erecting a system of segregated 
geo-political units and domination.34

Thus, when moving from the question of paradigm (settler colo-
nialism or apartheid) to the realm of solutions, it becomes clear that there 
is greater intimacy between the one-state solution and the apartheid 
paradigm than the one-state solution and the more abstract paradigm 
of settler colonialism. That is to say, there is no clear political solution 
that can be derived from the fact that actually existing Zionism and 
the state of Israel embody a settler colonial project, whereas it “makes 
more sense” to make such an inference if we diagnose the state of 
affairs as apartheid.35 Put differently, the apartheid analogy generates 
more practical political traction than the settler-colonial analogy or 
paradigm does.

2. Apartheid’s Conditions of Possibility: A Concise 
Historico-political Trajectory

At the outset, the official apartheid policy in South Africa was estab-
lished only in 1948 following the election that brought the National 
Party led by D.F. Malan to power. This is not to say that no laws had 
previously enacted racial divisions between those categorized as 
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whites, blacks, and coloreds. The end of the South African War (1899–
1902; also referred to as the Second Anglo-Boer War) proved a turning 
point in establishing an official, pervasive racial order in colonial South 
Africa. The affirmation of racial supremacy was central to reconciling 
the competing Afrikaner and English-speaking South African nation-
alisms within a unified white racial identity and nation.36 In the epoch 
following South Africa’s establishment as a republic in 1910, whites 
enacted a plethora of discriminatory laws against the local popula-
tion and stripped them of many basic rights, among them the right to 
vote and the right to purchase lands, while also demarcating the lands 
they inhabited as “reserves” to which they had no property rights.37 
The novelty of the apartheid regime (1948–1994) lay in the fact that 
it was adopted as a systematic official policy based on an organizing 
double-principle of segregation and separation, which formatted all 
spheres of life. Common life was split into two. This separation was 
legally codified and enforced by brutally violent means.38

Apartheid as a philosophy of government was not an improvised 
policy. Before the national elections in 1948, the National Party estab-
lished the “Sauer Commission” to address the color question.39 The 
Commission concluded that the state had to make a choice between 
two options; one being “integration and national suicide,” and the 
other “apartheid … and the protection of pure white race.”40 Evidently, 
the Commission chose apartheid and the purity of the white race. And 
yet, the colonization of South Africa started about 250 years before the 
apartheid regime was established as an official policy. So, why did it 
take centuries for the white settlers to establish a formal and distinct 
apartheid regime in South Africa?

The institutionalization of apartheid in 1948 came after three 
decades where masses of blacks moved to the predominantly 
white-populated cities where the non-white work force in those cities 
was cheaply employed. Between 1921 and 1936 the black popula-
tion in cities increased by 94.5 percent, and between 1936 and 1946 
it increased again by 57.2 percent as the total population of blacks in 
cities approached two million.41 Apartheid was a reaction to the real 
prospect of mixing: the city was an economic and social site that threat-
ened both conservative and poor Afrikaners—living, working, and 
eating together became experienced as a threat on their part.42

Apartheid was the solution to the problem of two opposing 
pressures at a certain historical moment in South Africa: the de facto 
increase of togetherness and the desire to separate in order to maintain 
white supremacy. This is what rendered apartheid “necessary” and 
indispensable on part of the white minority.43 Hence, apartheid is a 
policy or a regime that is developed against the background of mixing 
and potential unity or oneness. It is not merely constituted through 
nominal separation(s)—if there is no common frame within which the 
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separation is taking place then there can hardly be apartheid. We tend 
to notice that which is excluded against the background of its potential 
inclusion.

3. Apartheid’s Mirror

What are the factors that rendered the apartheid configuration a neces-
sity? We suggest these factors are: (1) labor relations; (2) political the-
ology of the dominant group; (3) the role and function of language(s); 
and (4) integrity of the geo-political unit. We will argue that the con-
stellation of these factors pushed toward the emergence of a united 
frame within which apartheid became imperative and visible. These 
factors imposed a certain togetherness that whites refused to accept. 
And these same factors also enabled the emergence of common “apart-
heid consciousness” and subsequently the formation of the anti-apart-
heid movement, which eventually brought the apartheid regime to an 
end.

3.1 Labor Relations in South Africa

In principle, settler-colonial societies employed three potential labor 
forces, or combinations thereof. Mixed colonies incorporated the native 
peoples; plantation colonies “imported” slaves or indentured workers, 
while pure settlement societies preferred poor white settlers, thus cre-
ating a separate economy and society with no mixing.44 The choice 
made between these alternatives has been decisive in shaping the 
structure of the rule in colonies. The whites in South Africa exploited 
and wanted to exploit the local black population in a comprehensive 
manner only at the end of the nineteenth century.45 In this sense, blacks 
were indispensable for the whites’ wealth and lifestyle, though not 
sweepingly.46 Records show that already in 1716, when faced with 
a labor shortage, the governor of the Cape Colony and his Council 
of Policy faced two options; either importing a free and “semi-free” 
white labor force from Europe or importing slaves from the Dutch East 
Indies. Eventually, they opted for the latter option.47 This historical 
decision meant that the whites were condemned to be a minority, on 
the one hand, and dependent on black labor, on the other.

In reality, things were more complicated. Boer/Afrikaner nation-
alism was in part developed in the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury in reaction to the mixed model of British classical colonial exploita-
tion.48 In its beginnings, it articulated itself against this backdrop of 
classical colonial exploitation of the “mixed type” while pushing for a 
“pure” model.49

This process resulted in a unique mix of a pure and mixed labor 
force throughout apartheid: one pushing for mixing and the other for 
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separation. Economically speaking, this would later bring the apart-
heid regime to a critical decision point.50 Still, the crucial point here is 
that in general South African whites were dependent on Black labor, 
thus imposing a certain togetherness, dependency and unity between 
the oppressor and the oppressed—far more than is the case in pres-
ent-day Palestine/Israel, as the next section will show.

3.2 Christian Political Theology in South Africa

The second enabling factor of apartheid is the long-standing role 
of Christian political theology among the settler groups in South 
African society. The earliest European settlers to arrive in South Africa 
were members of the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC), and were fol-
lowed by French Huguenots half-a-century later (both groups were 
Protestant). These groups, alongside several colonial British members 
of the London Missionary Society who preached for religious equality, 
began missionary work and managed to convert a few non-whites. 
Conversion typically involved emancipation from slavery (since there 
could be no Christian slaves).51

It is very telling that the policy of segregation started in fact with 
the churches themselves already in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. At the beginning of the nineteenth century the DRC Synod 
decided that any person of color who had been accepted as a member 
of the church should receive communion on equal basis as whites, and 
as a result whites and non-whites attended the same ceremonies. This 
is precisely what created friction and hostility towards non-whites. 
Under pressure of white opposition to these measures, the Synod of 
Cape Town issued a decree allowing segregation while stressing that 
still it was still desirable to worship together rather than separately.52

It is hardly contested that the white colonialists in South Africa 
deployed a political theology to establish and justify their domina-
tion.53 The Boer/Afrikaner, in particular, emphasized the doctrine of 
predestination and the “community of the elect.” This reading of the 
Bible viewed blacks to be outside God’s grace and thus incapable of 
obtaining salvation.54 When the National Party won the election in 
1948, Die Kerkobde (the official publication of the DRC) stated: “[a]s 
a church we have always worked purposefully for the separation of 
the races. In this regard apartheid can rightfully be called a church 
policy.”55 But the debates within the DRC never stopped regarding the 
issue of segregation. Under the influence of the struggle against apart-
heid, the DRC eventually characterized efforts to justify apartheid as 
“heresy” and, by the middle 1980s, its Synod withdrew its biblical jus-
tification and other support for apartheid.56

While consolidating apartheid, South African Christian political 
theology also sowed the seeds of resistance. Christianity, as embodied 
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in an ensemble of missionary movements, lent itself well to the expan-
sionist colonial project in South Africa, and as such reached out to the 
native black population. By the formal establishment of apartheid, the 
percentage of black Christians reached a peak.57 Part of the mission 
included colonizing the minds of the local communities, through the 
transformation of traditional agriculture and Christian schooling.58 In 
fact, when the South African Native National Congress (which would 
later metamorphose into the African National Congress, ANC) was 
established in 1912, most of its leaders were black Africans who had 
attended missionary schools.59 The spread of Christian dogma and 
ethics meant that even black Africans who resisted the religious mes-
sage internalized (to a certain degree) not only its fundamental cat-
egories of time and work but also its organizing values and regula-
tive norms (e.g., equality of and between believers).60 Yet while settler 
white Christians modified local conceptions of time and worldviews, 
native black Christians had in turn appropriated and reinterpreted the 
Christian message and deployed it as a theo-political weapon in the 
struggle against supremacy and racial segregation.61

Hence, Christian theology was an ideological resource deployed 
to establish apartheid, but at the same time it was—as “liberation the-
ology”—a resource that helped overcome the total racial opposition 
between whites and blacks. The fact that both sides drew on the terms 
of the same Christian theological doctrine kept the “opponents within 
a certain humanitarian bounds.”62 Here again, as in the case of labor 
relations, whites and blacks inhabited a medium where they could 
meet, mix and moreover capitalize on a common spiritual space. Both, 
thus, developed a structure of experience not lacking in precepts of 
unity.

3.3 The Role and Social Function of Language(s) in South Africa

Sociologically, South Africa was and still is a multilingual country. The 
post-apartheid Constitution recognizes eleven official languages.63 
Nevertheless, English—the language of the British colonizers who 
arrived in South Africa a 150 years after the Dutch—became the 
common language of the black majority and the dominant medium of 
communication in South Africa. How did English end up playing such 
a unifying role in the anti-apartheid struggle?

As early as 1822 (about fifteen years after the onset of the British 
colonization), English was declared the only official language and 
court proceedings took place primarily in English.64 British rule aimed 
first and foremost at assimilating the Dutch language (Afrikaans-in-
the-making), but not only. The local native population was targeted 
as well, though on a smaller scale. English continued to be the only 
official language throughout the nineteenth century, and this attempt 
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at assimilation and Anglicization resulted in negative reaction by the 
Boers, who developed their Afrikaner nationalism in part in opposi-
tion to the enforcement of English as the dominant and sole official 
language of the country. Only after the end of the South African War 
in 1902 was Dutch granted official status as a formal language, thus 
turning unitary South Africa in to a de jure bilingual entity.65

This struggle over language rendered Afrikaans the primary 
marker of the Boer national and ethnic/racial identity. So, while the 
Boer/Afrikaners distinguished themselves from black Africans on the 
basis of being white and Christian, they distinguished themselves 
within the white community on the basis of speaking Afrikaans rather 
than English.66

During the apartheid era, the language policy pursued by the 
regime meant to preserve the separation between all groups, meaning 
between whites and blacks but also between Afrikaans and English. 
The government never aimed to forge any common language. Actually, 
it enacted the Bantu Education Act in 1953 with the goal of imposing 
compulsory mother-tongue schooling for primary education. The gov-
ernment’s aim was to ensure a mechanism of separation, thus rein-
forcing tribal and local identities at the expense of a common/shared 
one. It even launched a campaign against missionary schools teaching 
in English that were active within the black community.67

Thus, the apartheid regime came to be associated with two policies 
on the part of anti-apartheid political forces: with the mother-tongue 
policy that encouraged tribal/local identity at the expense of a national 
one, on the one hand, and with the exclusivist Afrikaans/Afrikaner 
nationalism as antagonistic competitor of the English/British hege-
mony, on the other hand.68 The African-black communities, however, 
primarily perceived Afrikaans as the language of their oppressors.69 
Their political leadership embraced English, which became the de facto 
language of the ANC and the communicative vehicle of resistance to 
the apartheid regime. In short, English became the language “of aspi-
ration and eventually the language of national unity and of the libera-
tion for the black elites.”70

The dynamics outlined in subsection 3.2 and the above suggest four 
major reasons that effectively made English the dominant language for 
the anti-apartheid movement. One is that Afrikaans was perceived as 
the language of the white oppressors. Second, many black leaders were 
taught and educated in English missionary schools. Third, there was 
no single dominant language of the local native population that could 
be a candidate to unify around it all other communities, socio-cultural 
groupings, and colors. Fourth, English became the common language 
of black South Africans and of the global economy and diplomacy.71 
Slowly but steadily, English became the “neutral” medium through 
which all of South Africa’s communities could communicate and artic-
ulate a common vocabulary of resistance to apartheid.
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3.4 South Africa as A Single Geo-political Unit

The South African Republic was established in 1910 as a single unified 
polity. The British coalesced with the Boer/Afrikaners creating white 
unity as its basis. Consequently, this white front propelled black unity 
as an opposition force.72 Increasingly thereafter, all South Africans—
be they white, Indian, colored or black—understood and identified 
themselves as South Africans, in the sense of belonging to the polity of 
South Africa and sharing its fate.

This sense of one integral geo-political unit persisted even at the 
height of the apartheid regime. Indeed, black reaction to the Bantu 
Homeland Citizenship Act of 1970 demonstrates the extent to which 
blacks viewed themselves first and foremost as South African. This Act 
instigated a process whereby blacks were accorded citizenship within 
their Bantustans, and thus excised from South African nationality. 
Hence, blacks were excluded from participating in the political process 
that determined their legal-political status within the territory of the 
state.73 This paradoxical measure meant that blacks were categorized 
as belonging to the Bantustans and no longer South African nationals, 
yet the Bantustans were not recognized internationally and remained 
defined as part of the South African Republic territory. The aforemen-
tioned measures were met by strong opposition by the leaderships of 
the ANC and rival black political groups.74

This political unity laid a common background against which 
to undertake resistance. As early as 1909 the publication of the draft 
of the South African Act, waves of protest propagated all over the 
country. Their recurrences consolidated the blacks nationwide and 
had far reaching consequences on the nature of black political opposi-
tion on national scale.75 The anti-apartheid struggle was meant indeed 
to create a new South Africa as a polity for all national and cultural 
groups, and as a united body politic.

4. Palestine/Israel in Apartheid’s Mirror

The four aforementioned factors managed through 250 years of coloni-
zation to create some commonality that imbued the category of “being 
South African” with meaning. Against the backdrop of this common-
ality, the demand qua need for separation within the unity intensified. 
Yet it was precisely these factors, pushed to their ultimate universal-
izing ends, that simultaneously enabled the anti-apartheid mobiliza-
tions to ultimately topple the regime.76 This is not to claim that taken 
together these factors are exhaustive or conclusive. Yet, we contend 
that the four-factor modicum was crucial for the shape and direction-
ality of the anti-apartheid struggle and movement in South Africa.
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When applying the apartheid analogy to Palestine/Israel, one must 
proceed with caution. On the one hand, the Palestinians are admin-
istratively and territorially sorted into at least three different groups, 
each of which has articulated different sets of political demands. The 
Palestinian refugees demand their return; the Palestinians in the occu-
pied Palestinian Territories demand an end to the occupation and 
national self-determination; meanwhile, Palestinians in Israel demand 
full civic and national equality within the frame of Israeli citizenship.77 
On the other hand, one must be aware that the Zionist project has dif-
ferent faces and phases that are difficult to subsume under overarching 
concepts. These nuances caution us to trace political dynamics histor-
ically in a differentiated and refined manner, yet without losing the 
overall contours of the story. These distinctions are crucial for under-
standing the relevance of apartheid to Palestine/Israel and concomi-
tant modes of resistance.

4.1 Labor Relations in Palestine/Israel

In terms of labor relations between the Jews and the Palestinian Arabs, 
one can speak roughly of four stages: the first ranges from the second 
wave of mass Jewish immigration and settlement in Palestine (known 
as the Second Aliyah, 1904–1914) until 1948 and the establishment of 
the state of Israel and which is of most importance in the formation of 
nature of the Hebrew Yishuv (the Jewish/Zionist community’s gover-
nance framework during the British Mandate of Palestine); the second, 
concerns the Palestinians in Israel and ranges from 1948 onward; the 
third one relates to Palestinian workers from the occupied Palestinian 
Territories from 1967 until the early 1990s; and the fourth extends 
from the post-Oslo Accords time until the present. Despite all of these 
changes, we contend that the Second Aliyah maintains the most dom-
inant and formative influence on the current shape of labor relations.

During its very beginnings in the last two decades of the nine-
teenth century, Zionist settlement in Ottoman-controlled Palestine had 
to rely on cheap local labor but it did not possess a coherent or ideo-
logical conception of labor, and thus ideas about segregated and mixed 
labor overlapped.78 However, during the Second Aliyah, Zionism in 
Palestine crystallized as a settler movement that needed simultane-
ously to secure land for its settlers and settlers for its land.79 These two 
aforementioned trends had yielded a decisive controversy between 
two strategies concerning Zionism’s attitude to labor, economy and 
settlement; one advocating the “conquest of land” while the other 
advocated “conquest of labor.” Eventually, redemption of labor tri-
umphed.80 Thus, the Zionist movement opted from the beginning for 
Jewish rather than Palestinian labor.81 In this regard it selected a labor 
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regime akin to the Australian and North American types, not to the 
North African and South African ones.82 The Zionist movement thus 
built the foundation for segregated and/or separated economic and 
labor relations early on. Whereas apartheid sought land with people 
(though also with segregation), Gershon Shafir and Leila Farsakh 
demonstrate that Zionism and, subsequently, Israel have principally 
sought the land without the people. Thus, the Palestinians’ exclusion 
from workforce was a premise for Zionist nation-building.83

The first minor shift in the aforementioned labor paradigm took 
place after the establishment of the state of Israel, when the state started 
incorporating cheap Arab labor within the Israeli-Jewish economy 
due to its dire need for (cheap) workers. These were Palestinians who 
became citizens of Israel following its establishment.84

It is revealing that the unification of Israel’s body politic and the 
constitution of the category of “Israeli citizenship” preceded the “sig-
nificant” incorporation of Palestinian labor, which began gradually 
in the second half of the 1950s.85 This is an important difference with 
South Africa. There, dependence on black labor prompted apartheid, 
whereas in Israel, the dependency on Palestinian labor did not seem 
threatening.86

The second shift in labor relations took place in the aftermath of 
the 1967 War when Jewish employers increasingly employed many 
Palestinian laborers from the occupied Palestinian Territories for cheap 
wages.87 This occurred, again, due to Israel’s capacity to expand its 
border and consolidate its security following the war, which in turn 
resulted in growing confidence in its ability to incorporate labor.88

The last stage of labor relations took place during the 1990s, with 
the onset of work permits and closures policies, culminating in the 
building of the separation wall following the Second Intifada – the 
privilege of access to employment in Israel was turned into a central 
pillar in Israel’s strategy of controlling the Palestinian population of 
the West Bank and the Gaza strip.89 In the last twenty years Israel 
has not substantially incorporated Palestinians from the occupied 
Palestinian Territories, and it prefers to employ migrant labor rather 
than Palestinian labor.90 The segregated labor market prevailed again 
and with it the lack of background unity or frame.

The result of these processes was that while in the past two decades 
the exclusion of Palestinian labor from the occupied Palestinian 
Territories has increased dramatically, the incorporation of Palestinian 
citizens of Israel in the Israeli market has been gradually broadening.91 
These diverging labor dynamics make apartheid both too strong and 
too weak a term to describe what is happening to Palestinians in the 
occupied Palestinian Territories and Palestinians in Israel. For the 
former, segregation is so intense and incorporation so absent that it 
seems they lack the commonality/unity, which is the precondition of 
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apartheid. Meanwhile, for the Palestinian citizens of Israel, structural 
discrimination certainly exists, but there is insufficient tangible segre-
gation in the labor force and other areas of social, economic and polit-
ical activity to make apartheid a palpable structure of experience.

4.2 Zionism’s Political Theology

If religion in South Africa allowed some space for interaction and the 
possibility of cooperation between the settlers and the natives, the case 
of Zionism in Palestine/Israel suggests a different story. The relation 
between religion and nation can take many shapes.92 For some mod-
ernists, nationalism is just a new phenomenon that emerged in modern 
times.93 For others, nationalism performs a similar role to religion in 
terms of self-identification and self-orientation, imbuing meaning to 
human existence.94

Yet another way to understand this relation is to conceive of it 
as historically contingent. In this sense, one could, for example, trace 
the role of Protestantism in the shaping of English nationalism.95 Or, 
one could study how nationalism deploys religious feelings, images, 
and symbols to enhance its project and to rally the masses behind it, 
as in the case of Greek nationalism.96 Another way of conceiving of 
the relation historically involves identifying its defining attribute; i.e., 
“religious nationalism.”97 Here religion is not a phenomenon outside 
nationalism; rather, it is internal to it, neither an external explanation of 
it, nor just instrumental. In this case the relation is more intimate, and 
each of the categories is imbricated in the construction of the other and 
both compete to shape the way peoples and groups intuit and under-
stand themselves and their others in ways that appear inevitable. It 
is this last category of “religious nationalism” that we want to utilize 
and further elucidate in the case of Zionism. Actually, we argue that 
Zionism is a unique religious nationalism that hindered the possibility 
of creating a common political background and shared vocabularies 
with the indigenous Palestinian community.98

Zionism has been viewed by many of its liberal supporters as a 
revolt against religion, for it claims salvation for its people by human 
action, not divine intervention.99 No wonder that many Orthodox Jews 
and Rabbis expressed strong opposition to Zionism.100 But even scholars 
who see Zionism through the prism of the secularization of Jewish pol-
itics are aware that there is a certain dialectics therein: it represents 
not only revolt against religion but a continuation and reinterpretation 
of the religious myth.101 One can find this dynamic even within the 
thought of clearly secularist founding figures of Zionism like Theodor 
Herzl.102 Hence, Zionism has been unique for the “internal” role that 
Judaism plays and its intertwining with nationalism. This intimate 
relation has a double nature. First, there is an overlap of the audience of 
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the national and the religious discourses, and second, there is overlap 
in the mission between the national and the religious.

Let us start with the overlap in the Zionist discourse between the 
religious and national audiences. Such overlap occurs in other sim-
ilar cases. Irish nationalism in Northern Ireland could not be thought 
and conceptualized without the denominational difference (Catholic 
versus Protestant) between the Irish and the British, for the two people 
spoke English.103 But what is clear is the fact that while Irish national-
ists are Catholics, not all Catholics are Irish. There is no total overlap 
between these two pools of rudimentary identifications. One decisive 
aspect in Zionism is the fact of almost a total overlap. The audience 
of the religious discourse is the same audience of the national one, 
and it is addressed to them and only to them. In Zionism, Judaism 
is addressed to one nation, and—to some extent—nationalism is 
addressed to Judaism. Hence, the “siege” around the nation is double 
layered, which makes it almost impenetrable by non-Jewish subjects.

Still, these points about Zionism require qualification, because for 
many secular Jews the category of the Jew as part of a national group 
does not fully overlap with the religious definition. For example, 
someone born to a non-Jewish mother and thus not Jewish in religious 
terms can still become a citizen of Israel by virtue of the Israeli Law 
of Return. Namely, someone not considered Jewish in religious terms 
can still be considered Jewish in national terms.104 Some can argue that 
this space allows speaking of Jewish nationalism as separate from reli-
gion.105 This is a point we partially concede for there is no full overlap 
between the two, but the issue is not about total overlap. The point is 
that the Jewish “national” as it figures in the Law of Return is herself 
being defined upon religious terms, or in relation to them.106 The reli-
gious definition of the Jew is an indispensable attribute of the national 
definition (and religious affiliation is predicated on an “objective” bio-
logical test of belonging to the tribe—being born to a Jewish mother). 
Despite their tensions and conflictual nature, the two categories 
mutually constitute one another. The religious plays a cardinal role in 
defining the borders of the nation. For these reasons Zionism could be 
termed a “religious nationalism.”107

The second overlap relates to the way the mission of the Zionist 
project is being framed and articulated in terms of “Redemption,” 
“Return,” “Negation of ‘Galut’/Exile,” “Building of the (Third) 
Temple.”108 In one powerful sense, the national-historical conscious-
ness Zionism embraced is rooted in a theological myth qua national 
myth. This is expressed by the term “negation of exile.” It is based on 
the perception of Zionist settlement and sovereignty over Mandatory 
Palestine (reconstructed and resized “Eretz Yisrael”) as the return of 
the Jews to their homeland, regarded either as empty or as a land with 
no culture or people of its own.109 As such, the Zionist project has been 
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seen as the fulfillment of Jewish history and the realization of Jewish 
messianic expectations.110 Zionist ideology advanced its interpreta-
tion of the religious myth and the Scriptures as exclusive: “God was 
excluded, but his word continued to direct the discourse and to serve 
as a source of legitimacy for the process of colonization and dispos-
session.”111 In short, this form of nationalism made religion a guiding 
and organizing element. Even founding figures of the seemingly sec-
ular labor movement such as Aaron David Gordon emphasized the 
organic embodiment of the religious Jewish conviction in Zionist 
nationalism.112

Furthermore, Zionism was inspired by the Eastern European 
model of nationalism where membership in the nation was con-
structed through primordial, ethnic and cultural terms, in contrast 
to the legal-civic Western Nationalism.113 It also designates the state 
essentially as the “servant” of the nation.114 As such, Zionism belongs 
to the “closed” strand of Eastern European nationalism yet not in a 
simple manner. Whereas most of the Eastern European peoples were 
relatively contained within delimited territories, European Jews were 
geographically scattered and in need for a modern myth and set of 
symbols to forge their togetherness.115 Religion, reinterpreted and sec-
ularized, played a major role in this quest. Ergo, Zionism’s boundaries 
are to a large extent defined and sealed ex ante.

The Zionist settler project thus was promoted and justified through 
a unique mix of the overlap of audiences and mission, Judaism as 
non-missionary religion, and the ethnic non-civic type of nationalism. 
All these elements created almost a total opposition between the 
Israeli Jews as a collective subjectivity and the Palestinians living in 
their midst, in their own homeland. Whereas Christianity offered some 
common ground for the different populations in South Africa, Zionism 
in Palestine/Israel blends Judaism with nationalism and functions as 
a means of separation and inclusive exclusion.116 In Palestine/Israel, 
hence, actually existing Zionism embodies a double objective which 
feeds into itself: reproducing an exclusive configuration of the Israeli 
Jewish collectivity while simultaneously manufacturing a structure of 
experience incommensurable with trans/bi-national political ethic or 
shared life as a structure of social life.

4.3 The Role and Social Function of Language(s) and Palestine/Israel

The de facto abolition of the status of Arabic as an official language in 
the State of Israel as set in Article 4 of the recent Jewish Nation State 
Basic Law crystallizes the basic difference that language as a medium 
has historically played in South Africa compared to Palestine/Israel, 
and in a sense brings to a resolution a century-old tale.
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Article 82 of the Palestine Order in Council of the British Mandate 
for Palestine stipulates that English, Hebrew, and Arabic are the offi-
cial languages.117 This article did de jure establish Mandatory Palestine 
as a multilingual polity, but de facto it existed as bilingual entity.118

The fact that both communities were subjected to British rule cre-
ated an atmosphere that allowed for some forms of cultural exchange 
that were not possible after 1948.119 In fact, the bilingual reality in 
Mandatory Palestine was reflected at the level of mixed local author-
ities and government. However, one can hardly say that the society 
was bilingual. The two communities interacted but did not fully mix. 
Palestinian Arab schools taught only in Arabic and the Jewish Yishuv 
only in Hebrew. The Yishuv was kind of a state within a state in many 
ways, and enjoyed autonomous self-organization to a large extent in 
most sectors, including education, health, insurance, transportation, 
and trade unions.120

The state of Israel preserved the legal status quo that prevailed on 
the eve of its establishment in 1948 (save particular laws which were 
changed by later legislation).121 Thus, Israel inherited (at least formally) 
the bilingual character that prevailed before. By contrast, those parts of 
Palestine that came under the control of Jordan and Egypt respectively 
(West Bank and Gaza) retained Arabic as the sole official language.

Despite the fact that Arabic has been an official language in Israel 
proper, it is not fully clear what this status meant. Hebrew was and 
still is mandatory in all Arab Palestinian schools in Israel, but Arabic 
is not mandatory in all Jewish schools, meaning almost all Palestinian 
citizens of Israel are bilingual but most Jewish Israelis are not.122 In the 
civic-juridical sphere, most of the recent laws of the state of Israel have 
not been translated into Arabic. The language of the courts is Hebrew, 
and court decisions are never translated into Arabic. However, Arabic 
has gained some symbolic recognition by the Supreme Court.123 Thus, 
even before the passing of the constitutional Jewish Nation State Basic 
Law, some scholars argued that the status of Article 82 of the Palestine 
Order in Council has been slowly battered and weakened by Supreme 
Court decisions and legislation, thus affirming the symbolic and prac-
tical supremacy of Hebrew.124

As for the occupied Palestinian Territories, Arabic is the preem-
inent language taught in schools, and this fact did not change either 
before or after 1967 or the establishment of the Palestinian Authority. 
Ergo, Palestine/Israel’s contemporary linguistic landscape demon-
strates that the vast majority of Jews do not speak any Arabic, while a 
vast majority of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza do not speak 
any Hebrew. The only bilingual group is the Palestinian citizens of 
Israel. Thus we see, on the one hand, the lack of a third medium of 
language in Palestine/Israel akin to the role of English in South Africa, 
and, on the other hand, we have a reality whereby there is not min-



Zreik and Dakwar | What’s in the Apartheid Analogy? Palestine/Israel Refracted 683

imal overlap in the command of the other’s language since too few 
Palestinian Arabs speak Hebrew and too few Israeli Jews speak Arabic. 
With the exception of Palestinian citizens of Israel, there is little lin-
guistic common ground. Given that language is both an indispensable 
expressive space of selfhood and the material through which inter-sub-
jective/cultural media are promulgated, the aforementioned lack tes-
tifies to deficient common cultural and linguistic background between 
Palestinians and Israeli Jews.

4.4 Palestine/Israel as a Single Geo-political Unit

If we were to speak of a situation of apartheid in Palestine/Israel, then 
within which spatial-political unit(y) would this separation take place?

The first territorial-political frame of analysis would seek to con-
sider all of Palestine/Israel from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean 
Sea as a single geo-political unit within which separation is taking 
place. Here the claim would be that the Palestinians in the West Bank 
and Gaza are living under an apartheid-like regime compared to 
Palestinians elsewhere and non-Israeli Jews living between the river 
and the sea. The second frame would treat the occupied Palestinian 
Territories as the political unit within which an apartheid situation 
between the Israeli-Jewish settlers and the local Palestinian population 
is managed. The third frame would focus on Israel proper as the polit-
ical unit and make the claim regarding the status of the Palestinian 
citizens of Israel as one of separation and subordination that amounts 
to apartheid.

We will address each of these territorial-political frames in detail, 
but we will initially discuss an issue that continues to cast a shadow 
on the discourse of the apartheid analogy, and which is unique to 
Palestine/Israel, and that is the question of Palestinian refugees. The 
deferred question of the return/non-return of the refugees, alongside 
the organizing and open-ended reality of potential Jewish immigra-
tion, makes the Palestinian-Israeli conflict fluid, open-ended and com-
plicates its comparison to the South African case.125

An apartheid-like regime separates populations by principle, but 
it does so within the framework of a broader unified system. Most 
Palestinian refugees are not part of any administrative system under 
Israeli oversight and control—they were expelled from Israel’s realm 
of sovereignty in 1948, precisely in order to preempt the need to dis-
criminate against them in the Jewish state-to-come.126 Discrimination 
assumes presence, and when there is no such presence there is no need 
for discrimination. For these Palestinian refugees outside of Palestine/
Israel, being subject to Israeli apartheid is (part of) the “solution,” not 
the problem—i.e., inclusive exclusion in the Israeli moral-political 
framework would offer them, formally, political subjectivity.127
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In this sense, it is possible to argue that Israel saved itself the 
burden of unambiguous juridical apartheid simply by expelling and 
causing the majority of Palestinians to flee during the 1948 war, and 
not allowing them to return after the cease fire despite United Nations 
General Assembly resolution 194. Thus Israel guaranteed a Jewish 
majority—this is how the formula of “Jewish and democratic” became 
discursively possible. Had there been no expulsion then Israel would 
have had to face one of two options: either being a fully democratic 
state with full political rights for the Palestinians as a de facto bi-na-
tional state and thus not a Jewish state; or opting for being Jewish 
without granting political rights for the Palestinian citizens and thus 
being undemocratic, institutionalizing a clear-cut juridical apartheid.

The issue at stake then is which populations count, and which 
populations have the right to shape the political regime of the country, 
and whether the refugees are part of this population. The conflict in 
this sense even precedes political and legal structures and begs a basic 
question: what is the body politic? Who is included? Do we first settle 
demography and then negotiate the politics, or the other way around? 
Put differently, the conflict seems to be revolving around a very funda-
mental question: what subjects and which collective subjectivities bear 
the right to politics in Palestine/Israel in the first place?128

In South Africa, the populations in conflict lived in a contiguous 
geography and demographic reality but there was no question of ref-
ugees. In Palestine/Israel, the groups at odds with one another are 
not fixed, but are rather representatives of larger groups, with the 
Palestinians and their millions of refugees and the Israeli Jews and 
their potential Jewish immigrants.129 Thus the struggle is not only 
about what the political regime ought to look like, but also on an even 
more elementary level of who is included in this contestation. For all 
the horrors of apartheid in South Africa, the system rested on a fixed-
ness of borders and demography, a dynamic that is altogether missing 
in Palestine/Israel where the perception of the conflict’s frame(s) of 
reference is fluid.

5. The Analogy’s Frames

As we have suggested thus far, the salience of the apartheid analogy 
varies depending on what territorial-political frame is used to compre-
hend Palestine/Israel, and which populations are included. We discern 
a set of three frames (minimum) through which we might evaluate the 
extent to which apartheid is a meaningful term.

Firstly, Palestine/Israel from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean 
Sea is considered by a growing number of politicians from both sides 
and a greater number of (though not all) political analysts to constitute 
a single geo-political unit, not necessarily a single state in the juridical 
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sense but in the sense of a one-state reality.130 The occupied Palestinian 
Territories, on the one hand, are at the same time outside and inside 
Israel. They are outside it “physically” as there is huge separation wall 
and military checkpoints creating an image of two separate entities 
economically, mentally and intellectually. For most civilian Israeli 
Jews, Palestinian daily life is out of sight and irrelevant.131 It is some-
thing that happens “over there,” “outside” of Israel proper. Still, those 
territories are being ruled as a state project “within” Israel proper.132 
It is true that the Palestinian Authority has administrative-political 
control over some of the Palestinian in the occupied Territories, but de 
facto Israel controls security, borders, and movement, as well as land, 
air, and water resources. Israel upholds levels of separation without 
formally giving rise to two states and maintains levels of unity that 
make the logic of single state only partially successful in making sense 
of the political reality. Ultimately, this is made possible through with-
holding the power to decide when reality is separated into two enti-
ties and when these entities are considered as continuous. For its part, 
the Palestinian Authority projects an image of an actually-existing two 
states, as if the West Bank is allegedly outside Israel’s de facto “inter-
nationally recognized” borders.133 Israel has an interest in this fiction, 
as it keeps Palestinians outside its ambit of accountability, as if they 
were the citizens of the state of Palestine whose government is the 
Palestinian Authority. This image frees Israel from any responsibilities 
toward the residents of the occupied Palestinian Territories, who need 
not be separated for they are not thought to be included in the first 
place. At the same time, the Palestinian Authority is also interested 
in portraying this image of statehood and independence.134 By main-
taining the image of two separate entities, the Palestinian Authority 
itself occludes the apartheid analogy, presenting the military occu-
pation as temporary and statehood as imminent. This desire of the 
Palestinian Authority maintains the image of two separate entities 
and hinders the political imagination that sees and considers the occu-
pied Territories as part and parcel of interconnected geo-political unit. 
Hence, people could continue to talk of temporary occupation-on-the-
way-to-statehood, but not apartheid.135

The apartheid analogy has come to the surface when the possibility 
of full separation into as per the two-state solution became less imag-
inable. The more the Palestinians—and Israeli Jews for that matter—
view the current reality not merely as a temporary, transitional reality 
from occupation to statehood but as a reality without any horizon for 
a future Palestinian state, the more the apartheid image captures their 
political consciousness and shapes their structure of experience.

Secondly, within the frame of the occupied Palestinian Territories, 
one needs to compare the status of local Palestinians in the West Bank 
to the Jewish settlers within the West Bank as well. Such a comparison 
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suggests the clearest case of systematized segregation and domination 
whereby Israel maintains and oversees a two-tier framework of rule 
that categorically separates every common field of life.136 Therefore, 
one wonders about the extent to which the West Bank in itself can be 
regarded as a separate political unit within which separation is taking 
place. After all, the West Bank is not a separate political entity and it is 
still rather perceived, per international law, as territory under tempo-
rary occupation.

Lastly, Israel proper presents a more complex frame for the 
analogy. Many Palestinians have been living within it for over 70 years 
as citizens, and their socio-political standing appears to satisfy the pre-
condition of unity within which apartheid can develop. Still, the prac-
tices of Israel towards them cannot easily be categorically qualified as 
apartheid despite their explicit structural racialization and discrimina-
tion.137

5.1 Liminal Frame: Israel Proper and Palestinian Citizens

We think that there might be several reasons why Israel proper was 
not considered an apartheid system until recently. The first is that 
Palestinians in Israel proper do enjoy some political rights, including 
the right to vote and be elected to the Knesset (Parliament). The black 
community in South Africa did not enjoy these rights, even though they 
were a majority. Still, the Palestinian citizens are a minority. Excluding 
the majority from the basic right to vote is far more conspicuous and 
blatant than any segregation system for minorities.

Secondly, the nucleus of the polity that developed later into Israel 
was born, developed, and organized within the womb of the British 
Mandate as a separate entity with its own Yishuv institutions that 
organized almost every aspect of Jewish life, as described previously. 
In this sense, the state of Israel emerged from an ethnically exclusive 
community that perceived and organized itself as a minority group 
holding its autonomous, separate system within the British Mandate 
regime.138

Thirdly, the Yishuv ran its institutions through international-
ly-governed Jewish bodies (e.g. the Jewish Agency and the Jewish 
National Fund) during the Mandate period. These bodies continued to 
play a very major role even after the establishment of the state. Thus, 
issues of immigration, land, and settlements were left to these exclu-
sive “privately-controlled” bodies.139 Hence, crucial sovereign func-
tions—like control of land—were left to a large extent in the hands of 
non-state organs. Through these extra-state arms, enormous monetary 
and non-monetary resources were exclusively channelled to Jewish 
citizenry, thus masking a large part of state discrimination against 
Palestinian citizens.



Zreik and Dakwar | What’s in the Apartheid Analogy? Palestine/Israel Refracted 687

Fourthly, racialized discrimination in Israel manifests rhetori-
cally in non-racial language that assumes primarily two discursively 
related modes. One mode articulates itself along national/ethnic lines, 
as opposed to biological traits, through social, religious and social 
markers.140 The other operates through deracination of national Arab 
belonging, whereby the Palestinian citizens’ (as well as Mizrahi Jews’) 
history of dispossession and domination is downplayed, and even 
denied, only to be articulated as a cultural problem of “integration.”141

Moreover, it was only 50 years after 1948 that Palestinian citizens of 
Israel began to perceive aspects akin to an apartheid regime when they 
began to demand purchasing houses in “communal towns” restricted 
to Jewish inhabitants. It was not until the mid-1990s that a Palestinian 
citizen filed a petition against the Israeli Land Administration in pro-
test of this restriction.142 Ironically, it took the half-century following 
Israel’s establishment for its Palestinian citizens to feel the fact of being 
excluded from the public good, from access to property and land, and 
act upon it.143 Such consciousness developed when they took their cit-
izenship seriously. But what made denial sting in the 1990s more than 
it had previously was a new expectation of being included. Suddenly, 
the denial of a Palestinian couple’s attempt to purchase land stood 
as surprising, unacceptable, and to be rejected and ultimately chal-
lenged. The more the Israeli discourse of citizenship had developed, 
the more the Palestinian citizens’ structure of experience transformed: 
they were able to formulate their demands in the language of equality, 
reaching the point in the 1990s of claiming the state to be a “state of its 
citizens.”144 In this sense “Israel proper” does suggest a certain stable 
frame within which separation can take place. Now that we have made 
the case for the political unit necessary for any apartheid regime, we 
may ask whether the same regime of separation exists in Israel proper 
as the one that prevailed in South Africa?

Israel declares itself as a Jewish state not only in symbolic terms, 
and the recent Jewish Nation State Basic Law testifies to this.145 There 
has been also a clear separation at work in land issues and restrictions 
on development of the Palestinian villages and towns.146 Even in light 
of the unwavering codification of structural discrimination in the last 
decade, one can hardly argue that within Israel proper there exists 
an apartheid regime akin to that which prevailed in South Africa.147 
Nevertheless, in light of the cumulative effect of this, and all the more 
so in the aftermath of the Jewish Nation State Basic Law, which has no 
mention of the Palestinian citizens or subjects at all, there has been a 
dramatic increase in the formal characterization of the regime in Israel 
proper as apartheid-like.148 As demonstrated in the opening prologue, 
at the rhetorical level, Israel’s Declaration of Establishment promises 
equality, and does not explicitly declare supremacy. Besides being 
entitled to the basic premises of procedural democracy,149 Palestinians 
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in Israel have access to many other political rights, and to consider-
able levels of the basic freedoms of organization and free speech,150 
and experience no apartheid-like separation in hospitals (though we 
are witnessing separation practices in maternity wards),151 restaurants 
and university classrooms. The regime of domination, dispossession 
and structural socio-economic discrimination prevailing within Israel 
proper seems to produce a different structure of experience from that 
of apartheid South Africa, despite the many similarities in the struc-
tures of social life they yielded.152

But while the aforementioned nominal and real features of a dem-
ocratic regime should not be underestimated, the rights that exist on 
the surface can never be deployed to penetrate the deeply discrimina-
tory nature of the Israeli state and society, so that the political “super-
structure,” seemingly equal (though it is not), still cannot, and is prob-
ably unable to effect substantial change in the unequal distribution of 
substantive resources (mainly land), the flows of capital, wealth cre-
ation, social status, and access to positions of real power in the state 
apparatus, etc.153

In summary, within Israel proper, the Palestinians enjoy a bundle 
of rights that South African blacks did not possess, in part because the 
Palestinians in Israel became a minority after the expulsion of 1948. 
But at the same time, the Israeli legal system is far more sophisticated 
in hiding discrimination. For both reasons, Israeli law has appeared 
relatively “clean,” since it avoids blatant discrimination against 
Palestinian citizens in the textual legal sense.154 Yet, there is a growing 
consensus among legal and political analysts that the juridico-polit-
ical gap between Israel proper and the occupied Territories has been 
consistently diminishing, thus generating an experience of creeping 
apartheid throughout Palestine/Israel from river to sea.155

6. Concluding Remarks

In this article, we suggested that apartheid is not only a structure of 
social life or reality but also a historico-political consciousness which 
is in part a product of the social configuration of experience. We then 
showed that apartheid is a regime of separation and subordination 
within a perceived unity. The conditions that created the background 
unity in South Africa have been relatively absent in Palestine/Israel—
they started to emerge only recently. Among these uniting factors we 
mentioned labor relations, political theology of the dominant group, 
role and social function of language(s), and geo-political unit(y). The 
historical and geo-political constellation of these factors in South Africa 
made separation and domination blatant and clear. In Palestine/Israel, 
however, these factors have played different and dissimilar roles and, 
as a result, the perception of apartheid has only emerged in the wake of 
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the collapse of the belief in the realization of the two-state solution and 
the rise in the one-state solution talk. It is the one-state solution that 
supplies political subjectivities in Palestine/Israel with an imaginary 
of a unified frame that allows apartheid to become visible. The solu-
tion (one-state) allows the problem (apartheid as a background unity) 
to emerge more vividly, in spite of the differentiated realities in each of 
the territorial frames of reference occasioned by the apartheid analogy.

This article also offers an explanation for how Israel managed to 
evade the allegation of apartheid. There are many reasons for this pecu-
liarity, some in actual configurations of reality, others in discourse and 
frames of reference, or what Goffman calls “structure of experience.” 
On the most basic level and within Israel proper, Israel avoided apart-
heid by expelling Palestinians from the very beginning, and, in doing 
so, securing a Jewish majority. Freed from the Palestinian demographic 
threat, Israel was gradually able to grant Palestinians within its 1949 
boundaries basic political, economic and social rights that made their 
citizenship more meaningful than that of blacks and coloreds under 
apartheid. By giving a modicum of basic rights to Palestinian citizens, 
Israel thus both disguised the systematized and structural discrimina-
tion upon which it was founded and socially reproduced, and distin-
guished itself from apartheid South Africa, though persistent issues of 
housing and land allocations and political oppression still kept apart-
heid an imminent possibility.

But in the West Bank and Gaza, the situation appears in the anal-
ysis of various scholars and analysts to be in many aspects structurally 
and empirically more acute than the one lived in the Bantustans of 
apartheid.156 After all, the image of two states and two national move-
ments having “control” over “discrete” national territories obscures 
a reality that is both separated and connected by and through Israeli 
sovereignty. The Palestinians within those territories are thought to lie 
“outside” the polity called Israel in the first place. The two-state dis-
course hinders a perception of them as being part of Israel’s politics 
though excluded from it. For most Palestinians, separation itself, in 
the form of national self-determination, is still a fundamental demand. 
Thus, the apartheid imaginary does not surface naturally. It seems that 
sometimes the articulation of a solution—the one-state solution—pre-
cedes the way we conceive of the problem, as one of apartheid.

Before closing, it is imperative that we make the following qual-
ifying remark regarding the possible modes of resistance that have 
evolved with the awareness that apartheid has crept over Palestine/
Israel (the Jewish Nation State Basic Law being a recent obnoxious 
nudge). This awareness has begun to shift—albeit not uniformly—
the political consciousness among all Palestinians in Palestine/Israel 
towards being apartheid-mindful, in spite of the intensified segrega-
tion of their already separate geo-political units. Moreover, increas-
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ingly cognizant, albeit tacitly, of their inability to radically roll back 
the Zionist settler-colonial project and its physical and psychic conse-
quences through revolutionary militant resistance, Palestinians have 
been increasingly adopting the apartheid analogy to reframe their 
liberation struggle, as the analogy marks the extent of “possible radi-
calism” that the international political climate will allow—equal rights 
for all political subjects and collective subjectivities within a single 
polity from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea.157

If the Israeli regime persists in assuming a certain “oneness” 
then a single overarching state apparatus might, in the long run, be 
the most appropriate solution for the conflict. But if this is the form 
of the solution then certain modes of resistance might be more ade-
quate than others. The issue of correspondence between the form of 
proposed solution and the means of struggle selected is crucial here. If 
Palestine/Israel is juridically and politically turning into one geo-po-
litical unit where Israeli Jews and Palestinians have to live together 
under the same institutions, then this imagined future, the “we,” can 
put certain restraints on the modes of violence that could be deployed. 
The “enemy” in such a forward-looking vision is a future fellow citizen 
and a partner of sorts in shaping the nature and future of a common 
state apparatus and institutions. Still it is misleading to think unidi-
rectionally—that is, to move from the political goal (one state) to the 
political mode of struggle and deduce the means accordingly.

In closing, the article did not intend to deny that the apartheid 
analogy captures a kernel of truth concerning the nature of the prac-
tices deployed by both compared regimes, or to disqualify that it also 
could yield significant political gains and muster international sol-
idarity with the Palestinian people. These objectives, however, have 
neither been the focus of this article nor its aim throughout.
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