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Reviewed by Jacqueline Levitin

As Ursula Franklin says
in the Foreword to
Refusing to be Ene-

mies, “This is an important
book.” It is that because few of
us know about the nonviolent
activist struggle in Israel and, in
particular, in Palestine, or know
its history and dimensions. Re-
fusing to be Enemies is impor-
tant as well because Maxine
Kaufman-Lacusta presents this
practice of nonviolence with lu-
cidity and authority, explaining
the theory of nonviolence and
viewing the local practice within
the international context. Be-
sides her informative introduc-
tions to every speaker and con-
cept, detailed chapter endnotes
satisfy our curiosity, define
terms, or respond to our need
for historical background.

“Useful Websites” directs the
reader to further explore the
groups and topics Kaufman-La-
custa presents, and tracking
ideas is facilitated by an excel-
lent index meticulously com-
piled by Kaufman-Lacusta her-
self. 

A Jew and a Quaker, Kauf-
man-Lacusta told me the project
began many years ago as an ef-
fort to inform Israeli activists
about what other Israelis were
doing (a short pamphlet-sized
book resulted—see accompany-
ing interview). The current book
is meant for a more general au-
dience. Kaufman-Lacusta also

wanted to work with a Palestin-
ian on its creation. Ghassan An-
doni was asked to fill that role.
Together with George N. Rish-
mawi, also of the Palestinian
Center for Rapproachement Be-
tween People (PCR), they dis-
cussed the parameters of the
book and decided on the ques-
tions that would be posed. An-
doni, a scientist, wanted materi-
al that could be subjected to
analysis: the questions asked of
each interviewee were to be the
same. Both men put Kaufman-
Lacusta in contact with addi-
tional Palestinian activists, but
ultimately it was left to Kauf-
man-Lacusta to pull the pieces
together, order the information,
and decide on the final format. 

Refusing to be Enemies intro-
duces the reader to 115 activists
in the nonviolent struggle in
their own words—in interviews
and recordings made over a 7-
year period beginning in 2003,
but really beginning in the early
1990s when Kaufman-Lacusta
was herself living in Israel and
working with the Alternative In-

formation Centre. Few of these
interviewees are household
names. (Hanan Ashrawi, per-
haps best known as the official
spokesperson for the Palestinian
delegation during the Oslo nego-
tiations in the early ‘90s, is an
exception.) Generally, the inter-
viewees are those who work tire-
lessly outside the view of the
media. Some, surprisingly, are
ex-fighters. In the case of the
Palestinian activists, in particu-
lar, their stories rarely reach a
North American public. It is for
this reason that Kaufman-La-
custa chose to concentrate on
the Palestinian story of nonvio-
lence, and to limit the presenta-
tion of Israeli nonviolent ac-
tivists to those whose work had
an impact on the Occupation.
Still, her presentation strikes
me as balanced. We learn that,
contrary to accepted opinion,
Palestinians have a long history
of nonviolent activism. As Pales-
tinian lawyer Jonathan Kuttab
puts it in one of the four analyti-
cal pieces that conclude the
book, “Palestinians have always
been practicing nonviolence;
they just haven’t recognized it,
they haven’t used the word non-
violence, they haven’t openly cri-
tiqued armed struggle.”  Thus
the concept of active nonvio-
lence was embraced in Palestin-
ian-led workshops when its fa-
miliarity was recognized. Nonvi-
olent activism had been the
defining practice of the First In-
tifada (1987-93) if not of the
Second (2000-2004+), and sev-
eral of Kaufman-Lacusta’s inter-
viewees remember the commu-
nity gardens, boycotts and gen-
eral strikes of the First Intifada
that developed a sense of com-
munity and stymied the Israeli
military. Nonviolent activism, we
read, is becoming more recog-
nized as “productive” as the
practice of violence comes to be
understood as “self-destructive.”
It should not, as some of the
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Palestinian interviewees insist,
be seen as collaboration with
the enemy.

Indeed, as the book’s theoret-
ical sections help us under-
stand, many on both sides prac-
tice “pragmatic” rather than
“ideological” nonviolence, not
ruling out the use of violence in
self-defense. Several Palestini-
ans mention international law
and UN resolutions that give the
Palestinians the right to defend
themselves against aggression.
“When you push the people to
the bottom, you don’t expect
reasonable responses,” admits
Hebron journalist and nonvio-
lent activist Hishram Sahara-
bati. Similarly, the organization
of Israeli “Refuseniks” allows
members individually to decide
where and to what degree they
will refuse army service. In
Palestine, Andoni says, the pre-
ferred descriptive term is “civil-
based resistance.”  (“Nonviolent
resistance” could be seen to im-
ply that nonviolence is the ex-
ception and violence the norm
among Palestinians.) Finding
ways for Palestinians and Is-
raelis to work together, language
and protocols that will satisfy
both partners in joint actions, or
all members within a group is
frequently mentioned. Kaufman-
Lacusta introduces us to “na-
tional styles” of behavior: Is-
raelis have to be aware of their
brusque (dughri) approach and
agenda-directed rhythms and
leave space for the indirect
(musayara) style of Palestinian
partners, an interviewee ex-
plains. 

Many of the interviewees talk
of the obstacles the Israeli gov-
ernment has placed to keep the
two sides apart: early joint ac-
tions became increasingly diffi-
cult when a law forbade Israelis
from contacting the “enemy”
and, since 2000, travelling into
Palestinian-controlled zones is
forbidden to Israelis. The 723

km Wall (or “Apartheid Wall” as
Palestinians and their Israeli
supporters refer to it) was built
for separation, interviewees in-
sist—to keep people apart—and
not as a security barrier as Is-
raeli authorities argue. 

Because Refusing to be Ene-
mies resulted from a long period
of writing, the reader gets a
sense of the ups and downs in
the nonviolent activist struggle.
But Kaufman-Lacusta admits
she cannot give statistics: We
don’t know what percentage of
the population the book’s 115
interviewees represent. 

Kaufman-Lacusta is never-
theless meticulous about at-
tempting to follow developments
to give the reader the latest
barometer reading on both Is-
raeli and Palestinian nonviolent
activities. In the Afterword to the
newly released paperback edi-
tion, based on interviews done
in January 2010 and on more
recently reported events, Kauf-
man-Lacusta asks herself if she
might have been too optimistic
as she was assembling her in-
terview materials. She expresses
particular concern for what
seems a drop in the current par-
ticipation of Israelis in joint ac-
tions and the near absence of
noncooperation by Israelis with
the policies of the occupation
from inside Israel (other than
Refuseniks and supporters of
BDS [see below]) – a view she re-
vises (provisionally) at its end.
(Her earlier Conclusion seemed
aimed specifically at exhorting
Israeli participation despite her
expressed desire to address a
general audience.) In the book’s
interviews, several Israeli ac-
tivists had lamented the break-
down of Israeli society that re-
sulted from the state’s ideologi-
cal stance and a dulling of affect
and lack of analysis among the
young. “A lot of people just want
to get the hell out of here when
they grow up,” youthful Re-

fusenik Matan Kaminer soberly
states; “they don’t see this as a
place they want to sacrifice for.”
Another refusenik, Uri Ya’akobi,
says: “[A]t this point there’s not
any support for the left wing. …
[A] lot of people in Israel don’t go
to the army, but they still think
we should kill all the Arabs.
They don’t see the connection.”

Non-engagement, intervie-
wees warn, comes at a time
when Israeli participation is
even more important since the
Israeli government can now
quickly deport internationals
who answer the call of Palestin-
ian campaigns. (Interestingly, as
Kaufman-Lacusta draws out
from International Solidarity
Movement [ISM] activist Huwai-
da Arraf, about twenty percent
of ISM volunteers are Jewish,
and about forty percent are
American.) Jewish American
global justice and peace activist,
Starhawk, whose frank and
moving story makes up one of
the last of the book’s pieces, was
one such deportee upon her fifth
arrival in Israel. Supporting
work is not without dangers, as
one Israeli activist points out:
Several Internationals have been
killed, and Israeli army bullets
do not discriminate between Is-
raelis and non-Israelis. But
Palestinians had faced these
dangers alone for a long time.

Standing firm in the face of
dangers, or simply in the face of
the daily Israeli-created obsta-
cles to accomplishing even the
most simple of tasks, is de-
scribed in the book as
“sumud”— steadfastness. It is a
word that Palestinians use to
describe their long struggle.
Kaufman-Lacusta sees hope in
the Palestinians’ latest major
nonviolent campaign, “Boycott,
Divestment, and Sanctions” or
BDS, aimed at causing econom-
ic pain and awakening aware-
ness among Israelis. (The Israeli
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By Jacqueline Levitin
Jacqueline Levitin: At what readership were you aiming Refusing to be
Enemies?
Maxine Kaufman-Lacusta: Whoever is interested. The fact that there is
and has been nonviolent resistance going on in Palestine by Palestini-
ans, often with support by Israelis, is not that widely known and it
should be, because—I’ll quote here Simha Flapan, the founding editor
of New Outlook magazine, who said his mother told him that the worst
enemy of peace is despair. If you don’t have the information, it is easy
to despair about what’s going on. If you just look at the big picture and
the politics, it is easy to despair. So I get my hope from looking at what
the grassroots are doing—things like the BDS [Boycott, Divestment,
and Sanctions] campaign, which came out of the Palestinian grassroots
and is being adopted more and more widely by the outspoken Israeli
group Boycott from Within and also by individuals and organizations
within Israel and elsewhere—and I think, “Hey, it’s finally catching on.”

JL: Can you explain nonviolence as an active term—“active nonvio-
lence”? 
MK-L: A lot of people have historically regarded the term nonviolence as
a negative thing: Violence is active, so nonviolence must be passive. For
quite a few years the term active nonviolence has been used to make it
clear that it means taking an active stand. Len Desroches [author of Al-
low the Water and Love of Enemy: The Cross & Sword Trial], who is a
Canadian nonviolent activist and my favourite nonviolence trainer,
points out that it isn’t a matter of choosing between force and not using
force; it is choosing which force, and nonviolence has been described as
a force more powerful than military force, or lethal force. It is a force.

Of the people I interviewed, some would subscribe to what can be de-
scribed as Gandhian nonviolence, which is Len Desroches’s approach—
a real spiritual discipline, a state of mind and a way of living. Others
see it more in a practical sense as Gene Sharp [author of the three-vol-
ume Politics of Nonviolent Action] has described: You don’t have to have
a nonviolent ideology or a spiritual commitment to be a nonviolent ac-
tivist, but you do have to submit to certain nonviolent guidelines. It can
be a set of tactics or a strategy, and I think both approaches are valid. 

JL: What is the goal of nonviolence among Palestinians and Israeli ac-
tivists?
MK-L: To end the occupation—bottom line. I asked many of my inter-
viewees about their vision for the future. Some said one state, some
said two states, and a surprising number mentioned—either as an end
goal or as a step on the way —some kind of a confederation; they didn’t
see Israel and Palestine standing separately as being a viable option
any more. I was amazed at the number. One of my interviewees when
he told me this said, “Don’t quote me,” because he probably thought he
was the only Israeli who thought that way—which means they were not
even talking among themselves about this option! That’s another rea-
son why I did this book and its predecessor, a little booklet put out in
1993 by the Alternative Information Centre [in Jerusalem]—so folks
would see what the others are doing and thinking.        

JL: A couple of the people in your book say nonviolence is actually a
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Interview with Maxine Kaufman-Lacustagovernment has already made
it illegal for Israelis to advo-
cate for BDS.) But, in reality,
BDS is only a fruitful tactic
leading to something else. To-
wards the end of the book,
Kaufman-Lacusta gathers her
interviewees’ responses on
“visions of the future.” We
find some surprising and
sometimes idealistic respons-
es, including several individu-
als’ hopes for a future region-
al federation. In the mean-
time, as activist Walid Salem
of the ideologically nonviolent
Panorama Center pointed out
in a workshop, it is necessary
to “move from a human rights
to a citizens’ rights approach.
… If the Palestinians continue
speaking about it (as human
rights), it will mean the Jews’
rights for worship in the holy
places, and that’s all, but not
the right of nationhood and
statehood. … The same is
needed from the Israelis: to
recognize the Palestinians not
only as human beings, but
moreover, as a nation and al-
so as citizens.” Such views
are encouraging for the goal
the author states in her Intro-
duction: that her book “will
contribute to an understand-
ing that what is often misper-
ceived as a clash of cultures
and religions is much more a
matter of the politics and eco-
nomics of conflicting nation-
alisms and land claims in an
environment of underlying
fears and misunderstanding –
a situation where nonviolent
activism may well be the only
form of resistance that can re-
alistically be expected to bring
together members of both na-
tions and of all the local reli-
gious communities.” The ital-
ics are my own, but they cap-
ture the strongly ethical pur-
pose of Kaufman-Lacusta’s
endeavor.u
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culturally typical response of the Palestinian com-
munity. 
MK-L: There was an interesting talk at the Cele-
brating Nonviolent Resistance conference in Beth-
lehem in December 2005 by Mohammed Abu-
Nimer, who has written on nonviolence within Is-
lam. He said there are three strands of attitudes
toward violence in Islam. The prevalent one, as in
the Western world or the “Christian world,” is ba-
sically what we would call “Just War theory”: if
you are attacked you have every right to attack
back. But there is a significant strand saying you
refrain from violent response as long as you possi-
bly can. … It isn’t nonviolence in the sense that,
“We’ll never use violence,” but nonviolence in the
sense that, “This is better, let’s try to do it.” 

Even the few Hamas people that I’ve talked to
would say nobody wants to choose violence as the
first option, if we can find some other way. A
Hamas leader was quoted recently, after the vio-
lent Israeli attack on the May 2010 Gaza Flotilla,
as saying this really shows up the violence of the
system. That’s what people had been telling them,
and now they saw it, too—that using non-violence
and being violently attacked shows up the vio-
lence of the system. That’s an effective strategy,
and now they’re promoting it. Other people are
cynical and say, “They’re just using it because it
works.“ Well, fine. Isn’t it better to use nonvio-
lence because it works rather than to use violence
because you have the illusion that it works? Be-
cause it never does, really; it just leads to more vi-
olence, but we’re so conditioned to do that.

JL: We’ve been talking about nonviolence in
Palestinian culture only because it is assumed in
the popular media that it is the Palestinians who
are violent and not the Israelis. So I could ask the
same question: Is there a strand of non-violence
in Jewish culture?
MK-L: Many people say there is. Jeremy Milgrom
[of Rabbis for Human Rights] talks about a non-
violent kind of underpinning in Judaism. Certain-
ly in practice—largely because, historically, Jews
haven’t been in a position to exercise violent
force—it’s been the way people behaved.

JL: But what about in contemporary Judaism?
There are some 400,000 settlers and 40 percent of
them are in religious settlements. What does Ju-
daism tell them about nonviolence?
M K-L: They say you can find anything in the
Torah or the Talmud, and the same goes for vio-
lence. You have the whole range.

But various surveys have shown that all but 15 or

20% of settlers in the West Bank would be willing
to be resettled inside Israel if they were compen-
sated. And of the religious settlers—the ones that
tend to be the hardliners are referred to as the
“knitted kipa” [Jewish skull cap] crowd—they’re
modern Orthodox, not the ultra-Orthodox in the
black coats, by and large. This is their interpreta-
tion: they have “come to take back the land that
God promised,” etc. The ultra-Orthodox, on the
other hand—to the extent that they are in settle-
ments—some of them don’t even realize where the
land came from! People in Bil’in talk on a regular
basis to ultra-Orthodox settlers and hear that
they had no idea this was stolen land. Some of
them say that had they known they wouldn’t have
moved there. Basically, the ultra-Orthodox—they
do have television now, but they don’t watch the
regular channels; they have their own channel—
don’t know what’s going on. And they’re in a set-
tlement because they want to be in an ultra-Or-
thodox community in an affordable place; they’ve
got large families and small incomes and this is
subsidized by the government. 

There are also large branches of ultra-Orthodox
Judaism that are not just against settlements;
they’re against there being a political state of Jews
because it’s something that is supposed to be
brought about by the Messiah and that hasn’t
happened yet. The Neturei Karta living in the Mea
Shearim neighborhood of Jerusalem petitioned
the Jordanian government in 1948 to annex their
neighborhood to Jordan along with East
Jerusalem. They were turned down. I learned
back in the ‘80s that they’ve become quite sophis-
ticated on Palestinian issues; it’s not just the reli-
gious thing any more. I went to a demonstration
protesting the change of policy on house demoli-
tions in East Jerusalem—this was in the fall of
2007—and there were guys from Neturei Karta
with signs in English and Hebrew saying “One
state” and “There will be no peace without jus-
tice.” They’re out there visibly with the Palestini-
ans. They look very out of place with their hats
and side curls. They might not look at what they
are doing as nonviolence, but…

JL: You talk about the violence that comes from
the Israeli side. Is it related to a particular party
or government, or has this been endemic through-
out the whole history?
MK-L: Unfortunately, the latter. My understand-
ing is that the amount of land confiscations from
the Palestinians, the numbers of settlements,
housing units built, house demolitions and so on,
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are the same under Likud and Labour—it may
even be more under Labour. The point is that
Zionist ideology justifies this kind of thing.

I had my eyes opened to this at a nonviolence
training in Jerusalem in ’91 or ’92. We did a role-
play and the scenario was that right-wing settlers
were occupying someone’s front yard in a Pales-
tinian village and left-wingers were going to come
and oppose them. We had one participant who
was a Palestinian Israeli—he was with the left-
wing group and I was with the right-wing group.
Two things happened that really opened my eyes:
one, he noticed how long it took the left-wingers
to get their act together and figure out what their
strategy would be—even in this role-play they had
to say, “Give us more time to get ready.” He found
this very depressing because it reflected what he
had seen in real life.

Second, was that, in the settler group, to pass the

time while we were waiting for the left-wingers to
get their act together, we started singing, as set-
tlers often do. Gila Svirsky, who is active in Bat
Shalom and the Coalition of Women for Peace,
started singing “Techezakna” [“May their hand be
strengthened…”], and I joined her. I had learned it
in a left Labor Zionist youth organization in San
Francisco. Gila was brought up religious and had
belonged to B’nei Akiva, and their group was
taught that song by some kids from Beitar, the
youth group of Herut, which merged into Likud. 

I listened to the words—“Strengthen the hands of
our brothers who are preparing the land by their
very being there”— and I thought, “Oh my God,
we share this basic mindset—whether Likud or
Labour!” No wonder it’s so hard for the lefties—
unless they are totally anti-Zionist—to actually
see clearly. This has been inculcated in them from
when they were little kids! u
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English herself, and it was pub-
lished by Syracuse University
Press in two volumes as Bociany
and Of Lodz and Love in 2000.
The only novel in which Rosen-
farb directly depicted the Jewish
suffering and terror in the con-
centration camp was her last:
Briv tsu Abrashn (Letters to
Abrasha) which appeared in Yid-
dish in 1992. Her daughter
Goldie Morgentaler is currently
working on its translation, but
an excerpt translated by Work-
men’s Circle veteran Barnett Zu-
moff has already appeared in the
recently published Yiddish Liter-
ature in America—1870-2000
(2009).  

Rosenfarb wrote essays and
stories in Yiddish that appeared
in Di goldene keyt (The Golden
Chain) , the Yiddish literary jour-
nal published in Israel by the
great poet and partisan fighter
Avrom Sutzkever who died at
age 96, just a year before Rosen-
farb. Her stories also appeared
in anthologies including Found
Treasures: Stories by Yiddish
Women Writers (1994) and Argu-
ing with the Storm: Stories by

Yiddish Women Writers (2007).
In 2004, a collection of her short
stories about the lives of Holo-
caust survivors in Canada ap-
peared in English, translated by
her daughter as Survivors: Seven
Short Stories. It won the Canadi-
an Book Award in 2005 and a
Modern Language Library Book
Award in 2006.  

Rosenfarb was the subject of
a documentary aired on CBC ra-
dio in 2000. She spoke all over
the world on Yiddish literature,
including an appearance at the
Jewish Book Fair in Vancouver
in 2002 in association with the
Peretz Centre for Secular Jewish
Culture. In May 2006, the Uni-
versity of Lethbridge, where
Goldie Morgentaler teaches,
awarded Rosenfarb an hon-
ourary degree. In her convoca-
tion address to the graduating
class, published in the July/Au-
gust 2006 issue of Outlook, she
said:

“I never sat in a brightly lit
classroom…My university was
the Second World War.  My
classroom was the Lodz Ghetto,
my teachers were my fellow in-
mates there and especially the
poets, painters and intellectuals
of the doomed writers’ commu-

nity, incarcerated between the
barbed wire walls of the ghetto,
who accepted me at a very early
age as a member.  So I am a
graduate of the Holocaust, of the
death camps of Auschwitz and
Bergen Belsen.  I have matricu-
lated in one of the greatest
tragedies known to man….  

“I write in Yiddish because it
was the language of my home in
Poland; it was the language of
my childhood and my communi-
ty; it was the language I knew
like the map of my own heart.
So I wrote my novels in Yiddish
out of a sense of loyalty to the
vanished world of my youth, out
of a sense of obligation to a
world that no longer existed.

“And so here I am—a Yiddish
writer on the prairies. A Yiddish
writer who must depend on
translation in order to be read. A
Yiddish writer who has longed
all her life for a formal education
and an opportunity to belong to
an academic community.  And
here in Lethbridge, so far away
from where my life’s journey be-
gan, as if by magic, that wish
has been granted to me… “     

Koved ir likhtikn ondenk (We
honour her bright memory).u
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