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I 

srael’s cultural class is increas-
ingly alarmed by what many 
see as a tightening noose on 
freedom of expression, as a 
hard-line government minister 

seeks to cut funding for artists criti-
cal of the state.

The clash highlights a broader 
battle amid Israel’s rightward lurch 
after nearly 50 years of occupation 
of Palestinian lands. As Israel’s dov-
ish camp erodes, a nationalist-reli-
gious right is rising that lends more 
emphasis to Israel’s character as a 
Jewish state, rather than one that is 
equally Jewish and democratic.

For Israeli artists, who tend to be 
politically liberal, the chasm be-
tween their viewpoints and those 
of a growing number of Israelis is 
deepening. Israel’s cadre of liberal 
musicians, authors and actors has 
been among the country’s most 
vocal critics, headlining rallies and 
provocative performances that 
challenge the prevailing orthodoxy.

“The first signs of dictatorship 
are the elimination of the other,” 
Ronit Matalon, a fiction writer, told 
the daily Haaretz. “The oxygen in 
the air we breathe is getting thin-
ner.”

With Israel mired in a wave of vi-
olence with the Palestinians, hard-
line lawmakers and activist groups 

have been stepping up pressure on 
dovish opponents, primarily rights 
groups critical of government poli-
cies in the West Bank.

Leading that charge has been 
Im Tirtzu, a nationalist group that 
launched a fierce video campaign 
accusing human rights groups of 
being spies and foreign agents. The 
video questioned their loyalty be-
cause of their international advo-
cacy and because such non-profits 
tend to rely heavily on donations 
from European countries.

Im Tirtzu launched a campaign 
on Facebook branding dozens of 
singers, actors and authors — in-
cluding writer Amos Oz, perenni-
ally touted as a possible Nobel Prize 
in Literature laureate — as foreign 
agents because of their support for 
rights groups.

“If you are active in a certain 
organisation, you are not just a 
cultural figure. You are a political 
activist,” said Im Tirtzu Chairman 
Matan Peleg. “It’s important for me 
that [the Israeli public] know there 

is a hidden agenda here.”
The artists and their support-

ers have said the campaign incites 
violence and demand Im Tirtzu be 
restrained.

“Have they lost their minds?” 
asked Yair Lapid, head of the cen-
trist Yesh Atid party. “This cam-
paign of hate and incitement to 
violence by Im Tirtzu crosses a red 
line.”

Politicians across the political 
spectrum, including hardliners in 
the government, rejected Im Tirt-
zu’s latest campaign. Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu said 
he “opposes using the term ‘traitor’ 
for those who disagree with me.”.

Still, critics say the campaign is 
the result of an atmosphere stifling 
dissent nurtured by Netanyahu’s 
hawkish government.

Israeli Culture Minister Miri Re-
gev recently vowed to press ahead 
with legislation that would al-
low her, as minister, to determine 
which cultural institutions and pro-
jects could be denied funding. She 
would use criteria that could in-
clude denigrating the national flag 
or state symbols, denying Israel’s 
existence as a Jewish and demo-
cratic state or promoting Israel’s in-
dependence day as a day of mourn-
ing. Much of those criteria affect 
left-leaning or Arab institutions.

Regev has had a fraught relation-
ship with the cultural community 
since her appointment in 2015 and 
has been accused of attempting to 

bring Israeli artists’ output in line 
with her political ideology.

Regev froze funding for an Arab 
theatre in the mixed Arab-Jewish 
city of Haifa over a play inspired 
by the prison experience of Walid 
Daka, an Arab citizen of Israel who 
abducted, tortured and killed an Is-
raeli soldier in 1984. Critics said the 
play humanised a killer and disre-
spected the family of the victim.

Regev threatened to withhold 
funding for a Tel Aviv cinema host-
ing a film festival about the Nakba, 
the term Palestinians use to de-
scribe their displacement during 
the 1948 war that attended Israel’s 
creation.

She has also tried to meddle in 
the playlist of Israel’s most popu-
lar radio music station, Galgalatz, 
saying it was snubbing the Mizrahi 
music popular with her traditional 
political base in favour of the main-
stream pop of Ashkenazi — Europe-
an-descended — musicians.

“Regev is using all the tools at her 
disposal in an irresponsible way,” 
said Stav Shaffir, an opposition leg-
islator. “She is using her authority 
to suppress art and humanities and 
not strengthen them.”

Speaking at Israel’s national thea-
tre Habima on January 27th ahead 
of the debut performance of the 
musical Evita, Regev was greeted 
with both applause and boos, a re-
flection of her divisiveness.

“I will not allow the state to fund 
— in the name of freedom of expres-
sion — activities that undermine the 
very existence of the state of Israel 
as a Jewish and democratic state,” 
Regev told the audience in Tel Aviv, 
Israel’s liberal bastion.

Regev’s supporters say she is pre-
serving Israel’s national dignity in 
the face of artists who are stretch-
ing the limits of freedom of expres-
sion.
(The Associated Press)
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Branded as “foreign agent”. A 
file picture shows Israeli writer 
Amos Oz attending a press 
conference in Budapest.
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Gaza City

T 

he detention of Pales-
tinian journalist and 
social media personal-
ity Ayman al-Aloul in the 
Gaza Strip showed the re-

newed intolerance of the militant 
Hamas against those who dare to 
speak against it.

Since forcibly taking over Gaza 
from the Palestinian Authority 
(PA) in 2007, Hamas has ruled the 
enclave with an iron fist. It has 
maintained zero-tolerance poli-
cies towards dissidents, detained 
critics and carried our extrajudicial 
executions of alleged Israeli spies. 
It filled public offices with loyalists 
to ensure supremacy.

The group often arrested, beat 
and tortured opponents, includ-
ing suspected supporters of Is-
lamic State (ISIS) militants, who 
were blamed for explosions that 
instilled fear of further instability.

Nonetheless, after the July 2014 
Israeli war on Gaza, Hamas ignored 
widespread public criticism of its 
handling of the conflict and for 
provoking a mightier Israel, a deci-
sion that dragged the enclave into 
devastation and chaos.

Salama Marouf, director of the 
Hamas-run Government Press Of-
fice, said Aloul was arrested be-
cause he was a security officer on 
the PA’s payroll, “not by the other 
status he uses being a journalist”.

“Regardless of the tips and infor-
mation that some of our security 
has against Mr Aloul, he was re-
leased,” Marouf said. She declined 
to elaborate.

Aloul, 44, was arrested at his 
home in the Sabra neighbourhood 
in central Gaza on January 3rd. He 
spent nine days in custody, after-
ward claiming he was beaten, tor-
tured, offended and intimidated by 
his Hamas jailers.

Following his release under 

pressure from Palestinian rights 
groups, Aloul told The Arab Week-
ly that he will “quit criticising Ha-
mas”.

He said Hamas used techniques 
that “affected my general psyche”.

 “I was physically tortured and 
beaten,” Aloul said, adding Hamas 
police used their hands to beat him 
but only on certain areas of his 
body so as not to leave bruises or 
marks.

“They humiliated me,” Aloul 
said.

Aloul was arrested a day after he 
posted on Facebook a video that re-
buked Hamas deputy chief Ismail 
Haniyeh. With 80,000 friends and 
followers, most of them in Gaza, 
Hamas saw that the posting would 

spread quickly, Aloul explained.
“I accused him and Hamas of 

miscalculating and committing 
mistakes that brought upon Gaza 
three destructive Israeli wars and 
left the people out in a limb,” Aloul 
said.

“My conclusion was that Hamas 
failed in both the military resist-
ance and in politics.”

Aloul, who has reported on the 
area for two decades for Arabic 
publications in Gaza and has often 
posted comical criticism of Hamas 
on his Facebook page, said Hamas 
charged him with inciting public 
sentiments against it.

Like other Hamas critics, Aloul 
blamed the group for the con-
tinued power blackouts, closure 

of the Rafah crossing point with 
Egypt, high taxes, record poverty 
and unemployment and a chock-
ing Israeli siege.

In many places in Gaza people 
vent frustration with their lives 
in the enclave. Some, mostly the 
young, have been trying to escape 
to Israel to find jobs, and others 
hope to flee to Europe to look for 
better opportunities.

Aloul said violations of press 
freedoms are rampant in Arab soci-
eties ruled by totalitarian regimes. 
“But when it came to beating and 
torture, I felt that I was brutally 
hurt,” he said.

The early January detention was 
not Aloul’s first time in a Hamas-
run jail. “Two years ago, I was 

arrested for six hours and was 
severely beaten also by Hamas in-
terior security officers,” he said. 
“But this time, I spent more time in 
jail and, of course, the torture was 
more severe.”

Sami Zaqoot, an activist at Al Mi-
zan Centre for Human Rights, said 
violations are committed daily by 
Gazan authorities.

“But who would dare to speak 
out?” he asked. “Anyone who does 
will probably face Aloul’s destiny, 
if not worse”.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based 
in Gaza, is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent who has been 
covering the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict for 28 years.
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Palestinian journalists calling for the release of journalist Ayman al-Aloul, in front of the Hamas information ministry in Gaza, on 
January 5th.

Aloul was arrested a 
day after he posted 
on Facebook a video 
that rebuked Hamas 
deputy chief Ismail 
Haniyeh.


