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The ruling eliie of this
country is raising the
alarm about ‘
multiculturalismin the
name of ‘the general
good’

“The Beracha Report on Culture Policy
in Israel,” Elihu Katz with Hed Sela, The
Jerusalem Van Leer Institute, 75 pages,
noprice listed. ~

“A Position Paper on Cultural Policy in
Israelin the 21st Century,” Zohar Shavit
et al., The Ministry of Science, Culture
and Sport, 197 pages, no price listed -,

stensibly, a cultural renais-
sance. Not every year is a soci-
ety blessed with two fat re-
' ports that aim at dealing with
# the state of culture. This
gounds more like the French or the Eng-
lish than like the Israelis. The simultane-
ity of their appearance and their similar
pretensions to formulate an agenda for a
comprehensive cultural policy invite a
close reading of the many pages before
us. Equally, they present a series of ques-
tions about the context in which the re-
ports have béen published, about the
kinds of audiences to which they are ad-
dressed, the strategies by which they
were produced and the hyper-narratives
from which they derive their explicit and
implicit levels, o
“Israeli” culture was imagined and en-
gineered from its inception as an ethno-
national culture, not as a civil culture. Its
traditional agents are the state and what
is- customarily called the “old elites.”
This culture was organized primarily
around the three central issues of nation-
alism: identity (Jewish, Zionist, mascu-
line), territory (the land of the homeland,
the holy land)‘and language (Hebrew),
out of an aspiration toward cultural ho-
mogenization and the constant blurring
of the boundaries between nation and na-
tionality, state and 'society, people and
land, and the Jewish and the Israeli. Lit-
erature, film, theater, dance, music and
poetry were shaped ~ from above or be-
low - by institutionalized mechanism,
that dictated codes, genres and clear cul-
tural hierarchies.

Recently itlooks as though several cen-
trifugal forces have joined together to
threaten the status of the national cultural
hegemony; the option of liberation from
the strong-embrace of nationalism is per -

eeived as fatigible. Atthe sametime. therei. + -

tweep nationalism and trans-nationalism
(Rogeir Brubaker). L
Despite the striking differences
among these models, the concept “multi-
culturalism” — particularly in public de-
bate in Israel - has become the trash can
into w*ﬁch are indiscriminately tossed:
terms and ideas that are very different
from one another,, . e
The appearance of these three ¢en-
trifugal forces have kit a red light in re-
cent ykars among certain sectors;in Is-.
rael that are anxious about the Status of ..
the natjional culture and their own stand-.. .per. :
ing as docial and cultural elites. This anx-, . rich report. It deals with the structiire of
iety haé’ sticceeded in uniting elements of -
differe : e 1t
tionalist right that clings to ideas of “cul-
tural hygiene” and from the (old) left
that isjbeginning to feel the loss of its cul-

ver / Yehouda Shenhav

i

‘“What would you like the cultural life of
most Israelis to resemble?” Every re-
spondent was asked to choose among
three options: the countries of Western
Europe, the Mediterranean countries
and the countries of the Muslim world.
The result is ostensibly unambiguous.
On averagé only 10 percent of the Jewish
respondetits preferred Middle Eastern
-cultire. Furthermore, only 15 to 17 per-
cent of the Mizrahim preferred this. The
authors of the report use these results to

t the - us that “To our surprise we heard main-
+. ly multicultural rhetoric that was softer
;» and more optimistic than we had ex-
: pected” (Panim, p. 10). The main con-
. clusion of the report is that multicultur-
o ¢ /" alism is not a real phenomenon, and that
The first of these reports, whi ilw:—isj. ‘the majority of the public is interested
funded by the Beracha Founda - in the consumption of Western high cul-
ture. This-conclusion leads to the rec-
" ommendation that state . support for
» these cultural activities be continued,
Were an observer from outer space to
- arrive here and read the Beracha report
# . he would learn of quite a homogeneous
re of - society, which consuines high culture
the support for the arts; the relatiopship ° that even marginal groups recognize and
:between the official cultural b and ;- with which they want to align them-
. .artists, patternsof cultural supp - /-.selves. How would this observer recon-
mangd, criteria for-public sup, ¢ cile the sterility that emerges from this
dilemmas concerning the relation; .~ report with the reported reality of rifts

ment with the culture that was,
situation to come. v

ture” by the Mizrahim as well.
-However, 4 look at the small print on

nt political stripes, from the na- survey strategies. The one, that the re-
‘spondents were given a choice between
Middle Eastern culture and Western cul-

ture as a dichotomous choice (there was

N

,or a fragmented mosaic?

justify a preference for “Western cul- -

the questionnaire reveals two disturbing

~ mulated by the members of the commit-
tee. Most of the thick volume of the re-

- and in their own names.”

. cent of the national budget to the support

- that “there is room for all groups that A

. However, the committee ingiatclY

with an apocalyptic vision: “Society is
facing a real danger of crumbling. Burst-
ing multiculturalism will undermine the
dream of reviving the impetus toward a
reborn Jewish/Israeli culture, Controlled
multicultyralism might be helpful in-
this, but it is a dangerous game.” Or: “Is
this good? Certainly not for a revolution-

_ary society that aims at marching in a

certain direction - together.”
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- Thecore of the matier

“The second report on cultural policy
was written by a committee appointed by
Science;, Culture and Sport Minister
Matan Vilnai, consisting of ninre mem-
bers: Zohar Shavit (chair), Meir Aharon,
son, Kobi Oz, Anna Isakova, Moshe Lis-
sak, Adal Mana'a, Hed Sela, Amos Kenan -
and Yair Sheleg. Even though this hasty
and.careless report spreads over almost
200 pages, only 26 pages of it were for;

port is comprised of appendices
consisting of 47 position papers present--
ed “on the responsibility of the writers °

In this report may be found all the
cliches and mantras that should be found
inareport dealing with culture, but there
is hardly a single significant statement,
apart from two recommendations that
are unlikely to be taken seriously. The
one, a recommendation to allocate 1 per- -

and distribution of culture (as opposed tg/
0.15 percent today). The second is 4 -
make a place for Arab cultural autononjy
and the elimination of the long-lived dis: !
crimination against thé language and ful- J
ture of the Arab national minority.,/Fhe |
coinmittee says nothing about the way in

which this should be ddne, or-abontzhe in- i
ternal contradictions it will create cons ]‘% ‘

cerning the Jewish national synibols. .
The committee pays lip service tothe :
rhetoric of multiculturalisi and says .

wish to give cultural expression to'their
world of emotions, values and history.”

hedges this conclusion and subsumesthis " ..~ f]
multiplicity to the existence of 2 common L
center: “The recognition of-thé legitimas S
cy of differences and variety/does nptafi- Ll

-ford legitimacy to a divisiye auc};échis{é__

q i

. matic cultural reality.” Ifothet words; . -, ' |
- ‘theexistenceof a multi(:Ztu'rfi
§

society is : /
possible as long as it is/con rollgd and (
ryled by “a common cultural core. X
In order to preservesthisicefiter; the
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Itieultural 'sOcié'tyTitf.fSrael; These cen-

Iy, into three categories; the multiplicity

- of cultiires; globalization and the market
- €conomy; academic discourse on multi-

- culturalism; -

'The:

rations of the Palestinidn citizens of Is-
rael, and in-particular the demand by
some of their leaders for cultural au-
tonomy; the: reaction to the ideology of

the’ meltinig pot (the most oiitstanding |

indicator of which is the appearance of

Shas); the-development of a women’s -

“culture (for:example, literature) that is
not “subsumed to the natiorial genre;
hundreds of thousands of foreign work-
ers — from Africa, South Ameérica and
Eastern Europe - who are developing
ethnic cultures of their own in Israel;
the huge waves of immigration from
Ethiopia and the Soviet: Union, includ-
ing the fact that one-third of the immi-
grants from the Sovief Union are not
Jews. All these are creating a fascinat-
ing cultural mosai¢ that is threatening

- the centrality .of the national culture
and its key figures. =~ '
_..The second category is globalization
and the danger inherent in it of an under-
mining of the state as a homogenous ves-
sel of cultural and political control, The
process of globalization is accompanied

-by a strengthening of a neo-liberal ideol-

'0gy, processes of privatization and big
capital and market forces, whose influ-
- ence on the canonic cultural institutions
has reached alarming dimensions as a re-
sult of the establishment of commercial
television and the privatization of com-
‘munications channels, “The open skies”
have, at the end of the day, brought about
a decline in the effectiveness of the na-

tional filters. R :
" The third eategory brings together a

trifugal forces may be divided; artificial-
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, ultiplicity of cultures derives -
from several sources: the national aspi-

nuimber of theoretical models that have

been brought here primarily by acade-
mics, among them: the liberal multicul-
tural discourse that has" developed
around feminiém, black cultures and
other oppressed cultures from the Unit-
-ed States (for example, Charles Taylor
or Michael Walzer); the post-colonial
- theory that has emerged among the in-
tellectuals of the Third World, which
aims at creating new kinds of discourse
while reorganizing the relations be-
tween East and West (e.g. Franz Fanon
and Edward Said); the postmodern dis-
course, particularly French, which ex-
presses ontological doubt and aims at
formulating epistemological principles
for the criticism of modern hierarchies
(Michel Foucauit, Jacqués Derrida, Jean
Francois Lyotard); the civil discourse
that has grown up around the migration
of labor in Europe and which has for-
mulated models of participation in polit-
ical societies, and of the relationship be-
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A
turalhizgemony, .. -
Thejterm “multiculturalism
come #nathema to certain old left circles
becauge it is perceived as sabotaging the
efforts of the “class struggle” and th
welfarle state (for example, Ze'ev Stern-
hell); ;among the nationalist-Zionist left
(for e
stein):
example, the' journal Techelet) because it
is seen as threatening the status of Zion-

ism; oIr among the “enlightened public”:
for the: legitimacy the concept gives, 0s-
tensibly, to phenoriena of cultural ni-
hilism, religious fundamentalism or the-

Levanttinization of Israeli culture (for ex-
ample, the Besha’ar organization of pr

fessors for a rational society). Concepts -
like “post-Zionism,” “postmodernism,” .

“nihilism,” fundamentalism,” and “sepa-
ratism|” have turned into negative signi-

 fiers of the state of the new culture.

The! authors of the reports before us
could iPave had a shaping role in the de-
scriptiion of the cultural complex we are
facing, in clearing up the conceptual con-
fusion: that has been created and in
proposiing analytic and practical strate-
gies for dealing with the new reality
through the intelligent use of empirical
finding!s (of which there are many) about
similar’ phenomena elsewhere in the
world.

Howrever, the two reports have missed
this opportunity. In the guise of dealing
with the multicultural option and inci-
dentally using a rhetoric that is ostensi-
bly pollitically correct, both reports are
speakilng from the mouth of the state and
the “old elites.” Instead of a pretense of
formulating a cultural policy “for the
21st century,” as one of them promised,
they have been written out of conceptual
anachronism, deep fear and an engage-

mple, Meretz MK Amnon Rubin- - ;-
br among the nationalist right (for, - .

. tween the ceﬁtéi'f‘éndt;h'ép phery.

-~ However; despite-its broad scope, the

Beracha report is unable to/deal with the-
- challenge that i$ posed to us by the new
-cultural situation, The authors'of the ré-
_port have elected to bypass the cluster of

pressing eultural questions and to limit

.themselves most peculiarly to the dis:

cussion of elitist culture: the stage arts
(theater, darice and opera), museums and
to a certain extent film as well (the re-
port has appendices that appear in the
Journal Panim 10, 1999).. :
The elitist stance of the writers of this
report is clearly expressed in the man-
ner in which they deal with the question
of multiculturalism. The report identi-
fies four groups of “others” in Israeli so-
ciety: Arabs, the ultra-Orthodox,
Mizrahim (Jews originating in the Mus-
lim countries) and immigrants from the
former Soviet Union. From this list of
“the groups of others” notably missing is
the Ashkenazi, secular liberal sector.
This absence assumes the existence of
this group as the central hegemony that
consumes high culture and wants to dis-
tribute the pound of flesh among the

“others.” This is a stance that replicates ,

the old perceptjon of center and periph-
ery and speaks from the heights of the

old culltural hierarchy.
From this perspective they report to

....'.}.......

: spondents were given a choice between Middle
Easterh culture:and Western culture as a dichotomous
possibility that a respondent might prefer both

equally was not considered by those who
sonducted the survey. - -

and disagreements in Israeli society be-

tween the ultra-Orthodox and the secu-
lar, between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim,

between Palestinians and Jews, between

veterang and immigrants, and the fact
that voting patterns organize themselves
along ethnic lines? C

One of the tools whereby the conilict-
ed reality is pressed flat is the survey.
Surveys usually have an important role

in the understanding of a society, but - \ quie
" raeli reality in‘the year 2000, What is the

their limitations must also be recog-
nized. In the context of the Beracha Re-
port, a double sin has been committed:
one of principle and one of methodology.
At the level of principle, the authors of
the report fail to make the distinction be-
tween multicultural “general good” that

is formulated through dialogue between

social groups about their identities and
cultures in the context of a democratic
civil society, and the liberal-conserva-

tive “general good" that sees to ensuring

the national character of the state by
means of limiting the civil society to the
trends expressed by means of public
opinion surveys. :

At the methodological level, the au-
thors of the survey erred in the way they
have drawn their conclusion that there is
no substantial demand for culture that is
not European. This conclusion is based
on a question that is formulated thus;

long to another. It is not surprising that

by means of such a fundamentalist defin-
ition of multiculturalism they succeeded-
In letting the air out of the legitimacy-of

‘the idea as a whole, . )

The second survey strategy lies in the

‘way in which the explanation of the ques-

tion was forniulated. The auttiors of the
survey propose to the respondents the
cultyres of Egypt and Jordan as‘ai exam-

ple of what they mean by the definition

‘of Middle Eastern culture, -

It is worth asking to what ei;ten_t the
answer to this question represents the Is-

likelihobd that Mizrahim who over the
past 50 yeéars have gone through an ac-
celeratéd process -of. de-Arabization
would indicate Arab culture as their pre-
ferred culture? The deniai of the Arab
past has become a central focus of the
mental cartography of Israeli national-

ism in genoral and that of the Mizrahim

in particular, The absurdity in this ques-
tion may be exemplified by the fact that
Shas voters did not check Middle East-
ern culture as their preferred choice be-
cause it was defined as Arab.

The writers of the report thus found-

what they wanted to find, and have creat-
ed a circular reality that denies the phe-
nomenon of multiculturalism: “Multicul-
turalism ... is not much more than an
empty slogan, the vagueness of which
might or is liable to serve people with an
agenda.” They go on to caution us about it

~* 'meédiator, regulato
.- sources, The state;
© “to'stredigthen the'
*.and'the recognition of a common center:
* and acommoh systém of values.”

T

about the cultural life of a“society”) and
aggrandizes the power of the state (de-
spite the differences of opinion that

there were about this, apparently, within -

the committee) as a key player in the ere:

"

ation of the culture of the society: as a

we learn, will strive
common cultural core

4
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.The report makes no mention at all of

the culture of résidents of this country
who are not Istaeli citizens (what we call

“foreign workers”) because dealing with -
- -them wold have interfered with the civ-
il rationale.for a ¢ommion core. The con-

ceptiofi of Israeli identity is perceived as

self-explanatory - not 4 conception of a
general gond” that is given to dialogue

. - ‘and negotiation, butas a core determined
i in advance, shaped and engineered from:

above; strengthened by the state, _amf

. which serves as a criterion for rewards
i .y "oz ingcultural-groups in accordance with
‘no possibility-of chivosing both at once).:
-The possibility that a respondent might *
_prefer both of these equally was not con- -
:sidered by those who conducted the sur-
vey, That is, the'assumption by the writ--
ers of the survey on multiculturalism’,
‘was. of a zero-sum game. Thé moment_ -
you belong to one culture, you cannot be-

their closeness to the national model.
- Asin the Beracha report, here too the
declaration about the core is a declara®

. tion of a clear and traditional cultural hi-
- erarchy, of the regulation at the level of

the state and the elites of the differentjal

allocation of resources: These positions

were backed uip by the chair of the com-
mittee, Prof. Zohar Shavit, on several oc:

. gasions. In a discussion of the Berachg
~report at the Van Leer Institute (Decem-

ber 23,-1999), shie declared that “multi-

_ culturalism is racism.” In an interview to
Channel Two News (March 1, 2000) dur-

ing the debate over the inclusion of

‘'works by Palestinian poet Mahmond

Darwish in the Israeli high school curs
riculum, Shavit made ¢lear her position
on the common cultural core: “Befare we
see toit that Israeli children are familiar,
with  Mahmoud Darwish and Sami

-Michael [an Israeli Jewish writer of
-Iragi origin], with whom they should cer-

tainly be familiar; it would be best to see
toit that they are familiar with the assets
of Israeli culture from [poet Chaim,
Nachman] Bialik through [ngvelist 8.Y.]
Agnon to [contemporary poet] Yehuda
Amichai.” _ : ‘ .

Despite Shavit’s apologetics about,
criticism by Michael Handelzalts
(Ha'aretz, Sefarim, March 15), it is hard

-not to see the congruence between Shav-,

it’s positions and the conclusions of the
committee, and the positions that appean
in some of the appendices that spread
over 175 pages. .

Professor Yehouda Shenhav teaches in
the department of sociology and anthro-
pology at Tel Aviv University and edits
the journal “Theory and Criticism.” His
book “Manufacturing Rationality” was
published by Oxford University Press. |
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state. The report talk éculfitebfa
- state™ (it could, for exarple, hiave talked -

d allocator of re-
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