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CHAPTER 7

=

Panthers and L.eashes
A HISTORY OF MIZRAHI RADICALISM

Dario Miccoli

“We have to organize a protest,” Herzl said, and he lay down next to me on the
grass, at the foot of my favorite palm tree. “We have to, do you understand?” “Do
me a favor, just shut up,” I told him, holding my intertwined hands under my head

»

and looking at the silver moon. “My head hurts just listening to you.” “We cannot
do without a protest,” Herzl said, “Impossible.”

—Eli Amir, Tarnegol kapparot (Scapegoat)

These lines open a chapter of a 1984 novel by the Baghdad-born Israeli Eli Amir.!
While in a kibbutz, where the parents agreed to send them so that the two could
leave the ma‘abarah (transit camp) and hopefully integrate into the new country,
the protagonist Nuri and his friend Herzl—originally from Iraq—experience the
cultural disorientation that many of their peers also felt upon their arrival in Israel
in the 1950s. Herzl even thinks of organizing a protest against the Ashkenazi vet-
erans of the kibbutz and the discriminatory attitude they have toward the Middle
Eastern and North African young immigrants: Protesting seems to him the only
way to make his voice heard.

Even though the story of the protest of Nuri and Herzl is fictional and based on
the imagination of the novel’s author Eli Amir, it reflects in quite a realistic man-
ner the experience of social, cultural, and political marginalization of North Afri-
can and Middle Eastern Jews during the process of ‘aliyah ve-glitah (immigration
and absorption) in Israel during the 1950s and 1960s, as well as some of the tactics
that they put in place to subvert the situation or at least rebel against it.> To make
sense of the reality in which Nuri and Herzl’s protest developed, this chapter recon-
structs the history of Mizrahi (lit. “Eastern”) radicalism and political activism, by
which I mean a set of practices that aim at transforming the status of Mizrahim—
the Israeli Jews of Middle Eastern and North African origin—in Israeli society,

135
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while striving for inclusion in it too.> Mizrahi radicalism is to be regarded as a shift-
ing cultural and political framework in which different ideas and political move-
ments can be found: from the street riots of Wadi Salib in 1959 and the leftist and
anti-establishment stances of Ha-panterim ha-shehorim (The Black Panthers) of
the early 1970s, to the Sephardi religious party Shas (acronym of Shomrei Torah
sfaradim; Sephardi Guardians of the Torah) of the 1980s, to more recent social
movements like Ha-qeshet ha-demoqratit ha-mizrahit (Mizrahi Democratic Rain-
bow). Being radical and Mizrahi, in other words, meant and still means many
different things, depending on context and contingency. However, what binds
together these movements is the desire—as it happens in all cases of (Jewish) radi-
calism—to fundamentally change society.* Mizrahi radicalism wishes to construct
another kind of Israel in which the rifts between sectors of the population—firstly
between Ashkenazim and Mizrahim, but sometimes also between Israelis and
Palestinians—will disappear. It is a broad political landscape in which global
notions of Jewishness and internationalism can be debated and intersect with local
discussions on Israeliness and mizrahiyut (“Eastern-ness”). For this reason, the case
of the Mizrahim may help us see Jewish radicalism as a malleable political tool
that has influenced both leftist and rightist movements.

Before I start to delve into the history of Mizrahi radicalism, it is important to
note that the Jews of the Middle East and North Africa underwent significant
changes during the late Ottoman and post-Ottoman periods, and up to the mass
migrations of the 1950s and 1960s. Many took part in their countries’ nationalist
revivals—for example the Jews of Iraq and their involvement in politics and cul-
ture.> On the other hand, Zionism only marginally concerned most of them.® When
Israel was founded in 1948, about 800,000 Jews lived in the Middle East and in
North Africa.” After the 1948 Arab-Israeli War that lead to the establishment of
the modern State of Israel, as well as because of decolonization and the diffusion
of more exclusionary forms of Arab nationalism, vast numbers of Jews left the
region for Israel, European nations, the United States, and elsewhere.® Between 1948
and the late 1960s, Israel saw the arrival of hundreds of thousands of ‘olim hadashim
(new immigrants). These new immigrants found themselves in a nation-state char-
acterized by socialist Zionism, led by an elite of European (primarily Ashkenazi)
origin. From a Zionist perspective, the migration of Jews from the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) constituted another step toward the realization of the kib-
butz galuyiot (ingathering of exiles), where Diaspora Jews would fuse with one
another in the kor ha-hitukh (melting pot), giving life to a rejuvenated and united
Jewish people.’

But the ‘aliyot from the Middle East and North Africa region complicated the
pristine ideological vision of Israeli history, highlighting the ideological limits of
the Zionist establishment.!” Despite the fact that, as Ba-maarakhah (In Battle)—a
journal published by the Sephardi Community Council of Jerusalem—argued
already in 1962, “it is hard to include the exiles from the Lands of Islam and the
East in a common denominator” given the heterogeneity of these diasporas, at
the beginning the Israeli state classified the ‘olim as ‘edot ha-mizrah (Eastern
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ethnicities/tribes), and later as Mizrahim." The definition soon gained a derogatory,
Orientalist meaning and implied that the Jews of the Middle East and North Africa—
as opposed to those of Europe who were the majority of the Zionist pioneers—
belonged to backward environments and were religiously conservative and detached
from Zionism."? Some scholars now suggest that it is more appropriate to utilize the
category Arab Jew, as it underlines the identity and history that these men and
women shared with their Arab neighbors.” That said, currently Mizrahi has become
a label that even Israelis of Middle Eastern and North African origin utilize to self-
identify and that has lost much of its derogatoriness and in some cases has even been
politically reclaimed. However, the cleavages between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim
have not entirely vanished." But then, what did the Mizrahim do to address these
issues, and how did notions of “Israeliness” and Zionism affect them?

Tin SHACKS AND DREAMS: THE BEGINNINGS OF
MIZRAHI RADICALISM, 19505-1970S

To answer this question, one needs to go back to the space where everything began:
the transit camp. This is where Sallah Shabati, one of the most famous Israeli mov-
ies on the Mizrahim, directed in 1964 by Efraim Kishon, is set. The movie tells the
story of a Mizrahi immigrant and his family, from the first months spent in a far-
away ma‘abarah up to the tragicomic attempts to get a flat in a shikun (housing
project), where “every room has a window . . . for the air!”—a modest dream that
seems unrealizable due to the family’s social disorientation and lack of economic
resources. As the recent documentaries Sallah, poh zeh Eretz Israel (Sallah, This Is
the Land of Israel) and Ma‘abarot (Transit Camps) show, the story of Sallah Sha-
bati in the eponymous film symbolizes that of many immigrants trapped in what
proved to be inconsistent state policies, aimed at populating the periphery of Israel
through the founding of new settlements, which never reached the results the state
had hoped for in terms of economic and industrial development.”® Upon leaving
the ma‘abarot, many settled nearby in ‘ayarot pituah (development towns) built in
areas like northern Galilee and the Negev." In the 1950s about 30 percent of the
Iraqi immigrants and 60 percent of the Moroccans were living in peripheral local-
ities that did not exist before 1948. On the other hand, many ‘olim from Europe were
able to leave the transit camps more rapidly to settle in central areas, like the Tel
Aviv region, that were and remained the more developed ones in terms of job and
educational opportunities. In other words, the hopes and expectations that the
immigrants had before their migration clashed with a much harder reality: For
many, Israel was not a land of rebirth and a place to build a better life, but—at least in
the immediate aftermath—a place of alienation and socioeconomic downgrading.”

Therefore, the period extending from the mid-1950s to the early 1970s saw the
emergence of a multifaceted Mizrahi social and political identity through protests,
acts of resistance, and activism. This mirrored a preexisting context in which one
finds Jews involved in the development of Arab communism and socialism, as well
as in the anti-colonial struggle and Zionism—as other chapters in this volume
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explain in detail.’® Mizrahi activism included a myriad of other things: from writ-
ing a novel like Shimon Ballas did with Ha-ma‘abarah in 1964, to working for Ara-
bic broadcasts on Israeli national radio."” Be it the strike of the dockers of Ashdod
in 1964 or the Hatiqvah uprising of 1965, when Mizrahi youth reacted against the
poverty of their neighborhood, these acts intended to highlight the needs and
everyday problems of people for whom—as the novelist Ronit Matalon, born in
Ganei Tiqvah in 1959 in an Egyptian Jewish family, said many years later—there
were “neither gardens [ganei] nor hope [tigvah].”?® They came to construct a net-
work of informal actions that consolidated a new feeling of mizrahiyut, destined
to become a central component of the political discourse.*!

The famous Wadi Salib revolt, which erupted in 1959 in the eponymous quar-
ter of Haifa, was rooted in the feeling of being marginalized and given fewer, if
any, opportunities to improve one’s status. The revolt, long considered the earliest
case of Mizrahi radicalism, broke out when a policeman shot a man who had van-
dalized a coffeeshop while drunk. As rumors had it that the man had died in hos-
pital, crowds of mostly North African ‘olim gathered in the streets and attacked
police cars and shops. Dozens of people were hurt and others arrested.?> Even
though Ben-Gurion’s government blamed the revolt on the rightist party Herut
and organizations close to it, Wadi Salib constituted a rather spontaneous act of
protest and sanctioned the self-awareness of the Mizrahim as “an oppressed major-
ity of the Israeli Jewish society.”? It should be read as one of the first “sites of
[Mizrahi] contestation in which bodies, symbols, identities, and discourses [were]
used to pursue . . . changes in institutionalized power relations.”** While the media
and political establishment discussed the protesters’ demands, they neglected the
ethnic and racialized elements of their discontent.” This does not mean that
the political parties—especially opposition ones like the leftist Mapam and Maki
and the rightist Herut—were ignoring the migrants from the Arab world. However,
ifit is true that even the Histadrut, the Israeli general trade union, and Mapai opened
their ranks to the newcomers, it occurred only as long as they accepted “the Zionist
parameters of the state, its ideology, and its ruling bodies.”?® This principle, which in
many ways was the raison d’étre of Zionist institutions and parties in general, had a
profound impact on the evolution of Mizrahi radicalism and the ways in which its
demands were to be framed if they wanted to be included in the national agenda.

From this perspective, the emergence of Ha-panterim ha-shehorim in 1971 rep-
resents the outcome of a preexisting history of radical activism, moving from the
transit camp to the city. Initially a rather unorganized group of youths of Moroc-
can origin from the Jerusalem neighborhood of Musrara, Ha-panterim ha-shehorim
became popular thanks to effective slogans shouted in demonstrations that even-
tually attracted thousands of people: “We want our share of the cake—and if not,
there won’t be a cake.”” As a member of the movement recalled, everything started
as “a huge explosion of popular discontent” of common people “mobilized against
the conditions in which they were living, their housing, wages, education.”?® Ha-
panterim ha-shehorim protested in very effective and original ways against the
cleavages between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim, for example taking milk bottles
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from the doorsteps of houses in the middle-class Jerusalem neighborhood of Reha-
via and redistributing them to poor Mizrahi families. Blending the model of the
American Black Panthers and civil rights’ movement with notions of Sephardi
pride, Ha-panterim ha-shehorim were also among the first Israelis to meet with
the PLO leader Yasser Arafat and assert the existence of a link between the pur-
suit of Israeli social equality and peace with the Palestinians.? “There will be no
equality and no chance for the Mizrahim”—Reuven Abergel, one of the founders
of Ha-panterim ha-shehorim, argued—“as long as there’s occupation and a national
struggle, and on the other hand, the national struggle will not be over so long as
the Mizrahim are at the bottom of the ladder.”*°

Even though the labor prime minister Golda Meir dismissed the protesters as
lo’ nehmadim (not nice [people]) and the Mizrahim as Jews that until the ‘aliyah
had lived “in caves . . . many did not know what a bed sheet or pajamas were,” this
did not stop Ha-panterim ha-shehorim from running for the elections of the His-
tadrut and for the parliamentary elections of 1973, but without gaining any seats.*
One of the leaders of Ha-panterim ha-shehorim, Charlie Biton, was then elected
to the Knesset in 1977 on the list of the communist party Hadash. In the 1980s,
other members were to join new Sephardi political formations, several of which I will
later talk about, like Tami (acronym for Tnu'at masoret Israel; Movement for the
Tradition of Israel) and Shas. All this, together with the popular perception of Ha-
panterim ha-shehorim as a noisy, semi-delinquent youth gang close to anti-Zionist
organizations like Matzpen—and lastly the focus on security and defense more
than social issues that followed the 1973 Yom Kippur War—Iled to the decline and
breakup of the group in the late 1970s.** Nonetheless, the young men from Musr-
ara were able to draw public attention to important social issues, showing to what
extent poverty and inequality in Israel also had an ethnic dimension that could
no longer be ignored.

FroM RapIicALIsSM TO PopuLisM?: THE MIZRAHIM AFTER 1977

Dissatisfied with Ha-Avodah, the labor coalition founded in 1968 from the merg-
ing of Mapai with smaller left-wing parties, some Mizrahim started to see in Likud,
a nationalist rightist movement established in 1973 by Menachem Begin and Ariel
Sharon, a possibility for modifying the status quo. 1977 was the year of the mahapakh
(upheaval), in which a right-wing party came to power for the first time since 1948,
largely thanks to the vote of the Mizrahim. This change was brought about “not
[by] a bitter and repressed population, but . . . a group that demanded a genuinely
equal partnership and rejected the option of self-segregation and alienation, as well
as the revolutionary methods of the Black Panthers.” Begin’s Likud presented itself
as “an inclusive populist movement that mobilized mass support,” but—as opposed
to Ha-panterim ha-shehorim—it offered an institutional response to the anger felt
against the Israeli Left.**

However, as time went by, the political recipe of Likud proved to be not as suc-
cessful as hoped. The early 1980s saw the formation of parties—like Tami and
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Shas—that took upon themselves the task of representing the Mizrahim through
an approach that combined a reappraisal of ethnicity with Sephardi Jewish religi-
osity and populism.*
set, inspired by Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef,” the daily Ma‘ariv wrote in February 1984.%
For the party’s former spokesman Itzik Suderi, Shas “was born from a scream . . .
against the system in which the Ashkenazim were the rulers and the Sephardim
were the black slaves.”” Defining Shas is not easy, as in the course of time it evolved
from a more traditional ultra-Orthodox party to a radical populist one with a Sep-

Haredim of Eastern origin are preparing a list for the Knes-

hardi religious core.?® Since 1984, it has co-opted a great number of Mizrahi voters
thanks to an integrative message based upon a redefinition of Israeli Jewishness in
a Sephardi ultra-Orthodox, yet not anti-Zionist, direction. The party envisions
Israel as a Jewish state that needs to recuperate its religious tradition, and the Miz-
rahim as a group of shqufim (invisibles) despised by the establishment who need
to fight le-hahzir ‘atarah le-yoshnah (to restore the crown [of the Torah] to its
ancient glory).*? This redefinition would have practical effects too, first and fore-
most the improvement of the socioeconomic status of the Mizrahim.*® Could Shas
constitute another facet of Mizrahi radicalism and—as Sa‘adiah Marciano, one of
Ha-panterim ha-shehorim’s founders, said—be “the continuation of Ha-panterim
ha-shehorim” as well as a response to the limited success of the solutions proposed
by Likud?"!

Shas can be inscribed in a larger scenario that, in the 1980s and even more so
in the 1990s and early 2000s, has been characterized by a sort of populist radical-
ism, especially for the Right.*? At the same time, those years witnessed the emer-
gence of new leftist movements fighting against inequality. One of these is Ha-qeshet
ha-demoqratit ha-mizrahit (Mizrahi Democratic Rainbow), founded in 1997 by
second- and third-generation Mizrahim as an “apolitical, non-parliamentary social
movement . . . with the aim of bringing a radical change into Israeli society as a
whole and to its institutions. The organization is mizrahi. .. in its goals, univer-
sal in its beliefs.”*® In the early 2000s, Ha-qeshet was able to negotiate between the
ethnic identity of its members and generalist demands of social justice and eco-
nomic improvement—for example the successful land and housing campaign,
which aimed to reduce disparities among Israeli citizens in land allocation and
housing. But as opposed to earlier cases of Mizrahi leftist radicalism, like Ha-
panterim ha-shehorim, in order to do so it embraced a Zionist national discourse
that rarely included non-Jewish citizens of the state.**

An attempt to promote a more universal, and less particularistic, approach to
the Mizrahi cause could be seen in the 1990s with the emergence of Mizrahi femi-
nism. Viky Shiran is one example—one of the founders of the group Ahoti (My
Sister), who fought against the effects of globalization on lower-class Israeli women,
and for whom being a feminist began by acknowledging that Mizrahi women are
discriminated against “on the basis of [their] gender, ethnicity, and often also socio-
economic status.”*> Mizrahi feminism is one of the spaces where an intersectional
approach—which sees the marginal status of the Mizrahim in conjunction with
that of the Palestinians and with the Arab-Israeli conflict—is apparent. Accord-
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ing to members of Ahoti, Mizrahi women should fight for the improvement of their
status and find an alternative path to their social and cultural emancipation, in
tune with their history and identity.

Mizrahi social and political platforms have begun to engage this discourse in
recent years, framing the demands of the groups that they represent in ways that
overcome a clear-cut opposition between Left and Right. One can mention the
short-lived Tor ha-zahav (The Golden Age), founded in 2016 by young Mizrahim
of different political backgrounds: Some of its members come from the youth move-
ments of Shas and Likud, others from center-leftist parties, while still others do
not have a previous political affiliation. The members of Tor ha-zahav are convinced
that “‘social justice’. . . is not just the keyword of some people from Rothschild
[Boulevard, i.e. from central Tel Aviv] . .. Judaism should unite and not divide
us ... Zionism is not only the kibbutzim and the Palmah but also Netivot and Beit
She’an.”#® Here, whereas the kibbutzim and the Palmah (acronym for Plugot mahatz:
“Smite troops,” an elite unit of the pre-1948 Jewish defense forces that conducted
underground attacks in British Palestine) symbolize the Ashkenazi elite and the
Israeli establishment, the two towns of Netivot and Beit She’an—situated respec-
tively in the south and north of the country—stand as metaphor for poorer Miz-
rahi Israelis.

By calling for a kind of Zionism other than that of the kibbutzim and a Jewish
religiosity that is respectful of tradition without becoming ultra-Orthodox, Tor ha-
zahav proposes an alternative to the “melting pot™ “The melting pot is dead. I
went to its funeral. Or better to say, the party. Since then, we can take a deep breath
and are slowly freed from the petrifying image of the sabra: the new Jew, the West-
ern hiloni [non-religious, secular], that forcedly ruled over here for many years.”*
A middle ground approach, rooted in Middle Eastern and North African Jewish
history and that the anthropologist Harvey Goldberg resumed in the image of “a
male attending synagogue on Shabbat morning and going to a soccer match in the
afternoon,”*® would constitute the solution for downplaying the rifts between Ash-
kenazim and Mizrahim, datim (religious) and hilonim, periphery and center. On
the other hand, as opposed to the Mizrahi political movements of the 1970s, Tor
ha-zahav refrained from expressing definitive opinions on the occupied Palestin-
ian territories or on relations with the Palestinians—these are treated as second-
ary aspects that do not impact on the daily life of many Israelis—and preferred to
focus on social and economic issues.*’

Mizrahit meshutefet (Mizrahi-Palestinian Partnership), a joint Mizrahi-
Palestinian coalition founded in 2016, opted for a more radical path: “We invite
all the oppressed groups in Israeli society to join hands and walk together: Pales-
tinians, Mizrahim, Ethiopians, Russian-speakers, the people who are living in con-
ditions of poverty, everyone that is pushed to the periphery and the social
margins.”® While based upon the work of the Arab Joint List, Mizrahit meshute-
fet evokes the Moroccan-born Rabbi Meir Buzaglo, so as not to “forget the Jewish
affinity to this country and the fact that love and longing for Zion have always been
a central part of Jewish identity” and to “permit Jewish religious language to shake
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off the burden of Zionist secular thought and undermine the concept of exclusive
rigid national sovereignty.”' Even though, for the time being, they did not enter
the Israeli electoral competition, these movements testify to the existence of a Miz-
rahi sociopolitical sphere, which includes groups like the successful literary col-
lective Ars Poetigah—founded in Tel Aviv in 2013 by the poetess Adi Keissar, in
an attempt to show the possibility of combining high culture and the literary
dimension with the popular world of the ‘arsim (pl. of ‘ars, lit. “pimp,” a term used
to indicate Mizrahi men lacking education)—and a number of blogs, social net-
work pages, and magazines.*

(UN)LEASHED PANTHERS

In March 2016, the weekly magazine Yediot Aharonot published a portrait of the
Likud parliamentarian and then Minister of Culture Miri Regev (who is of Moroc-
can ancestry) firmly holding the leashes of three black panthers. The title read: “A
culture war? This is the Mizrahi War of Independence!™?

Explicitly evoking Ha-panterim ha-shehorim, Regev presented herself as one of
the faces of a new Mizrahi political culture, far from the elite and close to those
peripheral zones where many Mizrahim still live: “I am Miryam Sibonyi Regev
from Qiriyat Gat, I have never read Chekov ... T used to listen to Jo Amar and
Spanish songs and I do not feel less cultivated than the consumers of Western cul-
ture.”* Apparently, Regev wished to counter some of the stereotypes about the
Mizrahim and transform them into aspects of an identity of which she feels proud.
However, her line of thought—which echoes that of contemporary populist and
anti-establishment groups like the Italian Five Star Movement or Donald Trump’s
Republican Party—goes in the direction of a populist radicalism of sorts that in
the end strengthens those same stereotypes and negates the possibility of being,
for example, both a reader of Chekov and a fan of Jo Amar. This is what the poet-
ess Adi Keissar writes in one of her best-known poems, Ani ha-mizrahit (I am the
Easterner), where she describes a more multidimensional Mizrahi woman than that
of Regev: “I am the Easterner/we forget about/who can recite/all the songs/of Zohar
Argov/and reads Albert Camus/and Bulgakov.”

It is clear that Mizrahi radicalism has been able to fit into different groups, both
on the left and right side of the sociopolitical spectrum, depending on context and
contingency. In recent years, the mass-protests of Ha-panterim ha-shehorim
and the street riots of Wadi Salib were substituted with the poetry events of Ars
Po’etiqah.’® But next to this, a more ambivalent yet politically appealing form of
radicalism emerged: first with Shas and more recently with exponents of Likud
like Regev. Seen from Israel and the perspective of the Mizrahim, radicalism is to
be viewed as a malleable political framework whose ultimate goal is to achieve
substantial political, cultural, and economic changes within (Israeli Jewish) soci-
ety. This malleability may help us acknowledging how Jewish radicalism more
generally has never been a homogeneous ideology but a set of “ideologies rooted in,
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stimulated by, applied to or perceived through, the particular sets of conditions

and traditions of . . . societies and cultures.””

As regards the Mizrahim, it is worth noting that the transnational influences
that could be traced at the beginning—from the legacy of Arab communism pre-
sent in intellectuals like Shimon Ballas,® who after the migration to Israel contin-
ued to write in Arabic and collaborated with the Arabic newspaper of the Israeli
Communist Party Al-Jadid, directed by the Palestinian intellectual Emile Habibi,
up to the approach to the Palestinian issue of Ha-panterim ha-shehorim—have
been abandoned in favor of an Israeli-centered scenario, dominated by a particu-
laristic and at times populist identity. This confirms that the state’s Jewish charac-
ter, together with the preservation of one’s ethnocultural background, are of utmost
importance for most of them. They are—as the short-lived experience of Ha-
panterim ha-shehorim on the one hand, and the success of Shas on the other,
testify—a conditio sine qua non that one has to agree upon.*® Such a trend seems
to have increased even more in post-October 7, 2023, Israel, where political and
cultural dialogue between Israelis and Palestinians has become extremely diffi-
cult against the background of Hamas’s terrorist attacks, the war in Gaza, and an
almost generalized shift of the Israeli public toward more nationalist positions.
That said, if Mizrahi radicalism proper is less visible than in the 1970s, its founda-
tional goals—from social justice to the end of ethnic discrimination—remain
very relevant today for all the political movements and actors that emerged in the
last decades. The panthers have been leashed, but their roaring can still be heard.
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