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I have long valued books that help me understand the Israeli/Palestinian conflict--especially ones that 
offer some hope for a way beyond the brutal impasse between these two historically marginalized 
peoples. I sometimes despair that we will not ever break out of the cycle where the stronger party, Israel, 
is locked into a rigid pattern of military occupation, state terrorism, and illegal settlements, and the 
weaker party, the Palestinians, vengefully fire rockets into nearby cities and deploy suicide bombers on 
public buses and in pubic marketplaces behind “enemy” lines. If you are open to thinking beyond this 
well- worn impasse, I highly recommend Maxine Kaufman-Lacusta’s new paperback Refusing To Be 
Enemies: Palestinian and Israeli Nonviolent Resistance to the Israeli Occupation. 
 
In this sprawling, well-researched book, we get to hear the voices of over 100 Palestinians and Israelis 
who have moved away from active participation, or even passive support, of their own people’s 
conventional and often deadly approaches to this conflict. Instead, this diverse group of activists are 
finding each other in Israeli and Palestinian nonviolent anti-occupation groups and, increasingly, in joint 
Israeli and Palestinian nonviolent action campaigns against Israel’s continued occupation of Palestine. 
This is a cultural opening of potentially historic significance. 
 
The personal stories presented by Kaufman-Lacusta fill in a giant blank spot in US reporting about the 
conflict. The result is eye-opening. These long ignored activists interviewed by Kaufman-Lacusta address 
many important questions about the future of Palestine and Israel. In this one book, you will find an 
engaging, in-depth discussion of the history of Israeli and Palestinian nonviolent activism against the 
occupation; the current nonviolent strategies and tactics being used by both Israeli and Palestinian 
groups; the rise of joint actions; details of the dynamics of three protracted campaigns, two of them 
ongoing; and thoughts on how to take the effectiveness of Israeli and Palestinian nonviolent anti-
occupation resistance to the next level. 
 
In just the first chapter, Kaufman-Lacusta poses two key questions to her interviewees: “Why 
Nonviolence? Why Anti-Occupation Activism?” At first, I was most enthralled by the answers of the 
Israeli Jews included in this book. To me, it is not at all surprising that Israeli Jews would not support 
violent action that opposes their government’s policies. There is just no way that Jews could have much 
stomach for any more violence directed against their people after thousands of years of anti-Semitism 
and the horrors of the Holocaust. Yet, what it is more surprising is that many Israelis have been able to 
break away from the anti-Palestinian consensus in their country—a consensus that has historically 
justified Israeli aggression against Palestinians as both legitimate and just. Even more impressive is how 
these morally awake Israelis are also becoming engaged in militant nonviolent action against the 
occupation carried out by their government. 
 
 



As noted in the dissident Israeli Jewish anthology, The Other Israel, the two biggest problems with the 
conventional interpretation of the conflict most common in the West are that 1) the conflict is usually 
viewed “as a struggle between merely two sides, Israelis and Palestinians,” and 2) the whole notion of 
“support for Israel” has become reduced to an “uncritical endorsement of the repressive measures used 
to enforce Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.” What this conventional view ignores, 
of course, is the very important fact that there have long been many dissident Zionists and Israelis “who 
are brave enough to risk the ostracism of their countrymen in speaking out for justice and human rights.” 
Up until now, no other book I have read has given as much attention to these Israelis and Zionists than 
The Other Israel, which includes a powerful article by Shulamit Aloni, a former Knesset member in Israel, 
who said: 
 

Whoever claims that the settlements are Israel’s catastrophe from a security and economic point 
of view is not an anti-Semite but a patriot. Whoever says that this government is committing 
crimes against humanity is not an anti-Semite but an honest and humane person. Whoever 
condemns the demolition of houses in Rafah and Jerusalem, opposes the provocative liquidations, 
and fostering of ferment in the area so that we can avoid going to the negotiating table, does so 
out of love for their homeland. 

 
In Refusing To Be Enemies, we now hear even more in-depth and contemporary stories from rank and file 
Israeli activists who seek to do justice by the Palestinians and achieve real security for their country. We 
not only get a chance to hear their stories of how they came to question, and later break with, 
conventional Israeli thinking about the Palestinians, we also get to hear how they came to take action in 
the growing nonviolent struggle against the Israeli occupation of Palestine, and, in many cases, in active 
coordination with their Palestinian counterparts, their supposed enemies. As explained by Yonatan 
Shapira, a former Israeli air force pilot, once you know something is wrong, “there is another stage one 
needs to go through of ‘What do I need to do?’” 
 
For readers who still support the Israeli occupation of Palestine, it will likely be quite challenging to hear 
the thoughtful reflections of these Israeli dissidents. Yet, I find it very inspiring to see these activists 
courageously discuss how the Zionist movement built up the State of Israel through Great Power imperial 
support; the violent displacement and dispossession of over 750,000 Palestinians, whose lands, homes, 
and businesses were seized and often destroyed by Israel in 1948; and the 1948 wartime conquest and 
annexation of much of the territory set aside by the UN for a Palestinian state. 
 
Furthermore, several of these activists also note how the territory of State of Israel was expanded again 
in 1967 by the military conquest and occupation of the remaining Palestinian territories, as well as areas 
of Syria and Egypt. This was soon followed by the expansion of illegal Israeli settlements in Palestine and 
the violent repression of the remaining Palestinian population in the occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip. 
These Israeli activists also name the State of Israel’s flouting of numerous UN resolutions, its insincere 
participation in peace negotiations, and its significant number of invasions, bombings, and even 
massacres of its Arab neighbors as a motivation for their work. This level of moral reasoning and 
courageous action among Israelis, including soldiers in the Israeli army, is very moving. As Israeli Rabbi 
Jeremy Milgrom notes, “I’m interested in fostering a livable situation, which means that the colonialist 
domination, the structural domination has to give way to partnership between Jews and Palestinians.” 
 
Yet, I was also deeply impressed by the Palestinian activists interviewed for the book who have moved 
away from armed struggle towards active nonviolent resistance. It should come as no big surprise that 
these Palestinian activists hold a critical view of the Zionist movement’s goals and successes. They have 
experienced the hard truths of the occupation all their lives, and have heard the stories of their elders’ 
experience, so they can easily acknowledge what is so much harder for contemporary Israelis to 
acknowledge—even as a new generation of Israeli historians has begun challenging the many myths of 
Israel’s founding and its ongoing treatment of the Palestinians. 
 
To the Palestinians, it is not a shock that in a map presented to the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, the 
World Zionist Organization claimed as its future territory all of Mandatory Palestine and significant 
chunks of what would become Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon, along with a patch of Saudi Arabia. To 



the Palestinians, it is no surprise to hear what Zionist leader Daniel Ben-Gurion wrote to his son in 1937 
about the desired demographics of the envisioned State of Israel, saying “the Arabs will have to go, but 
one needs an opportune moment for making it happen, such as a war.” 
 
Nor is it a surprise for the Palestinians to hear that in internal discussions within the Zionist movement in 
1939, Ben- Gurion said, “Let us not ignore the truth among ourselves... politically we are the aggressors 
and they defend themselves... The country is theirs, because they inhabit it, whereas we want to come 
here and settle down, and in their view we want to take away from them their country.” Similarly, it is 
not a surprise to hear that in the mid-1940s Ben-Gurion claimed, “Only a state with at least 80% Jews is 
a viable and stable state,” or that other Zionist leaders put the number at closer to 100 percent and 
actively worked with Ben-Gurion to develop the notorious “Plan Dalet,” which was a detailed military 
strategy for the ethnic cleansing of most of the Palestinian population from any territory obtained by 
the soon-to-be State of Israel. 
 
What seems more surprising, but very heartening, is that dedicated Palestinian anti-occupation activists 
are now rejecting armed struggle and increasingly working together with Israeli activists in a nonviolent 
struggle against the occupation. Some are choosing this option for religious reasons. As Palestinian 
activist Jean Zaru explains, “Many Palestinians have chosen the nonviolent struggle out of a faith base, 
because they feel that all of us are created in God’s image and to harm this image—or the dignity of any 
people—is really doing something wrong.” 
 
Most of this is explained, however, by the growing awareness among many Palestinian activists that 
armed struggle has not worked well for the Palestinian national movement and different resistance 
strategies are needed. Here the former resistance fighters are being realistic about the lack of any 
serious military support from the neighboring Arab countries and the overwhelming military might of 
Israel. It is not lost on these Palestinian activists that the State of Israel is currently supported by the 
world’s dominant superpower, has the fourth largest military force in the world, provides a tenth of the 
world’s arms trade sales; and wields an estimated arsenal of over 200 nuclear weapons. 
 
These activists have wisely decided to find other forms of struggle that have a better chance to 
succeed at undermining Israeli, US, or international support for the occupation. The core choice seen by 
these activists is continuing the soul-corroding and counterproductive acts of vengeful violence directed 
at Israeli citizens--or adopting a more sophisticated nonviolent resistance strategy that might be capable 
of achieving real self-determination for the Palestinian people and the establishment of a meaningful 
Palestinian State. As Ghassan Andoni, a founder of the International Solidarity Movement, tells Kaufman-
Lacusta, it was not only that he increasingly saw the futility of the Palestinian armed struggle, but the 
fact that “I also realized that civil-based resistance is not only a concept, is not only an idea that is 
suitable to India, South Africa, the Civil Rights Movement in the States; but I could see the potential in 
the Palestinian massive resistance.” 
 
As another Palestinian activist told Kaufman-Lacusta, “During the ’67 war, my grandmother’s house was 
shelled and my grandfather, my aunt, and my uncle had been killed, so I grew up with revenge on my 
mind.” She then explains how her experience in the First Intifada in 1987, which used many nonviolent 
direct action tactics as part of its overall strategy, began a process of reflection for her. As she points 
out, “I felt that using arms is not going to achieve anything—just to see more blood, more victims.” She 
thus changed her mind “from believing in using arms to achieve what we want to nonviolence to achieve 
what we want.” 
 
Ali Jedda, a former guerilla fighter with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, went through a 
similar change of heart and tells Kaufman-Lacusta how he felt increasingly called to break with the view 
that saw all Israeli Jews, or by extension all the Jews in the world, through the stereotypical lens of 
“oppressor.” Instead, he began to pay attention to “the sector of the Israeli society who are totally 
against the occupation.” He also began to reflect on how the bombs he had set in the past “can’t make 
a difference between the good Israelis and the monsters.” He now holds a guiding vision where both 
Israelis and Palestinians “can live together in real peace and equality” when the occupation is ended and 
a viable, democratic state of Palestine is established. He even hopes that one day, sometime in the far  



 
future, these two nations will choose to confederate into a single, binational, democratic state that 
covers all of the former British Palestinian Mandate. 
 
Interestingly, this is the same vision once held by a minority wing of the Zionist movement. As renowned 
Jewish philosopher Martin Buber noted in 1948, “From the beginning, modern Zionism contained two 
basic tendencies which were opposed to each other in the most thoroughgoing way.” On one side, and 
actually taking up most of the spectrum of Zionist thought, was the “Territorial” wing of the Zionist 
movement, led by David Ben-Gurion, the main immigrant Zionist leader in Palestine from the early 1900s 
on, and the first prime minister of the new State of Israel. These Zionists worked hard to encourage 
European Jews to colonize Palestine and then create a well-armed, ethnocentric Jewish state that would, 
as one Israeli historian put it, conquer “as much of Palestine as possible with as few Palestinians in it as 
feasible.” 
 
On the other end of the spectrum were a minority of dissident Zionists like Martin Buber and Judah 
Magnes, the founding president of Hebrew University. These leaders, and Zionist organizations like Brit 
Shalom and Ihud, have often been called the “Spiritual” or “Cultural” Zionists. They are Zionists because 
they supported immigration to Palestine by European Jews who were in great danger in their home 
countries, or who simply wanted to create a renewed spiritual center for world Judaism by reestablishing 
a large and vital Jewish community in the Holy Land. 
 
The vision of the Spiritual Zionists was that the growing Jewish community in Palestine would embody 
the prophetic Jewish values of peace and social justice, through such modern means as intentional 
socialist communities like the kibbutzim, and helping to create an independent, multi-ethnic, and 
democratic Palestinian state whose citizens would include all indigenous Palestinians (the Muslims, 
Christians, and Jews who lived in Palestine before the Zionists started immigrating), as well as all of the 
new Jewish immigrants and refugees from Europe and elsewhere. Their hope was to create a revitalized 
and multi-ethnic Palestine that would be a light, a blessing, and an example to all the nations of the 
world. 
 
It is important to stress that the political goal of the Spiritual Zionists was to foster cooperation 
between immigrant European Jews and the indigenous Palestinian population in a single, secular, and 
democratic state in all of Palestine. As Buber and Magnes said at the Anglo-American Palestine 
Commission Inquiry in 1947, “We do not favor Palestine as a Jewish country or Palestine as an Arab 
country, but a bi-national Palestine as the common country of two peoples.” Success for these Spiritual 
Zionists also did not require creating a Jewish majority in their envisioned multi-ethnic State of Palestine. 
In fact, Buber argued that any attempt by Zionists to displace the Palestinian Arab majority, or create a 
Jewish state, would lead to war, involve Zionists in the gross injustice of ethnic cleansing, and risk the 
loss of Judaism’s very soul. 
 
The world is now living with the legacy of the defeat of this wing of Zionism, but the region is perhaps 
inching toward the fulfillment of some of its dreams through the growing Palestinian and Israeli 
nonviolent resistance movement against Israeli occupation and in support of a viable two-state solution 
that ensures both Palestinian and Israeli self-determination and security. There is simply no better book 
available today for understanding this promising new movement and its diverse campaigns and 
strategies than Refusing to be Enemies. 
 
Adding to the value of the book is the inclusion of four solid analytical essays close to the end written 
by various activists. The first essay is by Palestinian activist Ghassan Andoni and focuses on the long, 
but (in the West) often unknown history of Palestinian nonviolent action. The second essay, by Israeli 
activist Jeff Halper, focuses on the limits of absolute pacifism and the need for a strategically sound 
nonviolent movement against the occupation. The third essay is by Jonathan Kuttab, the cousin and 
associate of Mubarak Awad who founded the Palestinian Center for the Study of Nonviolence in 
Jerusalem. Kuttab offers a Palestinian pacifist perspective on what the future could hold. The final essay 
is by Starhawk, an American Jewish-Pagan global justice activist who focuses on what she sees as the 
unique challenges for Palestinian nonviolent anti-occupation activists. These overlapping, but often 
different, perspectives add a thought-provoking dimension to this book. The nonviolent resistance  



 
movement against Israeli occupation is not monolithic and it still struggles with a number of open 
questions about how best to move forward under very difficult circumstances. 
 
This is the clear conclusion of Maxine Kaufman-Lacusta’s afterword, which has been added to the 2011 
paperback edition of Refusing to be Enemies. In the afterword, she tells of her additional visit to Israel 
and Palestine in January 2010, and how the current fortunes of the nonviolent efforts she had 
documented in 2007 were showing real progress in some areas, plateaus in others, and even some 
backsliding in others, for example, in terms of Israeli noncooperation within the borders of Israel. Still, 
she relates how “as I struggled to meet my deadline for this afterword, my attention was called to a 
statement where ‘more than 150 Israeli academics say they will no longer lecture or work in Jewish 
settlements in the West Bank.’” She thus ends the book in a very open-ended, though still hopeful, way. 
As she notes in her last paragraph summarizing the book: 
 

Could all this signal the beginning of the end “of the multi-tiered Israeli system of oppression” 
that Barghouti describes? Have the “Israeli Jews with a conscience” that Jonathan Kuttab 
referred to begun, at last, to “make a clean break with . . .. broader Israeli society” and to act 
upon their “more thoroughgoing critique of Israeli society,” as he proposed back in 2007? Could 
this, indeed, be the beginning of the “movement of Israeli nonviolent action, especially multiple 
forms of noncooperation, inside Israel” that I allude to in my Conclusion as a necessary 
complement to joint struggle in the occupied territories in the achievement of “a just, viable, and 
enduring peace” in the region? As Adam Keller says at the close of his August 2010 note, “Well, 
we will see what comes next – it will certainly not be boring.” 

 
My own hope is that the readers of this important book will find their own ways to support the 
international nonviolent campaign of boycotts, divestment, and sanctions against the Israeli occupation. 
As this book argues so well, real progress in ending the Israeli occupation will require the active 
participation of Palestinians, Israelis, and internationals, perhaps especially US internationals whose tax 
dollars support the Israeli occupation of Palestine. 
 
 
*Steve Chase is the founding director of Antioch University New England’s environmental studies 
graduate program in Advocacy for Social Justice and Sustainability He has had a long-standing interest in 
Middle East peace initiatives, US foreign policy, and the nonviolent resistance movement against the 
State of Israel’s occupation of Palestine. 


