Norwegian discussion of the cultural and academic boycott

Is a cultural and academic boycott of Israel a correct, necessary and effective means of resistance?

This question brought around a hundred people together in Oslo in late

November 2006, organized by the Palestine Committee and Countryside Youth of Oslo (Bondeungdomslaget). Five speakers from various backgrounds and experience talked on the topic. 

Øystein Gudim, an acitivist from the anti-apartheid movement, pointed to what is parallell and what is not between the Palestinian and the South African liberation movement. He emphasized that the UN sanctions facilitated the political struggle against the anti apartheid movement. The solidarity alliance was built on the labour movement, student activists, various churches and a wide range of political parties. Each part played its crucial role. Sport was included in the cultural boycott of South Africa, and this hit the apartheid regime very hard. There are both similarities and differences politically between Israel and the South African apartheid regime. Some South Africans say that today's Apartheid Wall and the following ‘bantustan-ification’ of Palestine is even worse than the political situation under Apartheid in South Africa.

Doctor Gry Henriksen talked about her experience as a doctor in Gaza during

the Israeli siege last summer. Her main point was that most people outside

Gaza have no idea whatsoever about how desperate the situation is and how isolated people feel there. "Please don't take away our hopes for a better future!"

Edvard Vogt is a retired law professor. He pointed to Israel being the last brutal version of the US' and Europe's colonialism. Israel is a settler state. The tragedy is big also for Israel, as they are forced into a crazy colonial experiment. It is a scandal that Israeli academics do not protest against the destruction of Palestinian universities in Gaza and the West

Bank. We must lobby harder on the Norwegian government not to take part in the isolation of the legally elected Palestinian government, and demand opening of airports and ports.

Sonja Krohn is a painter. A lot of people are in doubt about a cultural and academic boycott, because they are afraid it will hit the Israeli artists.

Artists too have to go to the military service in Israel. Boycott is peace work. Can we cling to the idea that culture is the only open space in a totally frozen area? Has this idea brought peace any closer? There is no equality between occupant and occupied. The idea of "pure art isolated from society" is wrong.

Tore Sivertsen is a veterinary. He emphasized equality as a goal for all those who live in the area or has had to flee the area. Boycott and sanctions are usually used by nations with much power. Why boycott Israel and not all other occupying powers? The most special with Israel is how they divide its citizens by ethnicity and religion. We cannot accept open state racism. Most Israeli academics support their state. A boycott may lead some of them to reconsider Israel's policy. Boycott should go on institutions and not on persons. To work for academic and cultural boycott will surely lead to accusations of anti-semitism and other strong negative reactions. But someone has to start: Being attacked is a necessary cost in the international solidarity work to let all Palestinians have their human dignity.

In the debate, some argued that academic and cultural boycott will hit the political left in Israel, that time is not yet ripe for this kind of action, and that at present time too few people believe in it to make it a realistic way of pushing Israel to end the occupation of Palestine. Others stressed the need to bring the debate to all possible organizations, workplaces and academic institutions and to emphasize every institution's possibility to get involved in the work for boycott and sanctions against Israel.

The Norwegian solidarity movement was very satisfied with the meeting. 100 people attending this kind of meeting in Oslo is very good, in other words, we feel that there is a broad interest for this issue.

