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TALI FEINBERG

The University of Cape Town’s (UCT’s) highest 
decision-making body has officially adopted 
resolutions to boycott Israeli academia and 

ensure that anti-Zionism cannot be not described as 
antisemitism.

This has caused consternation, especially with Jewish 
students having already been exposed to much anti-Israel 
antisemitism on campus this year.

“This is a sad day for UCT,” says Adam Mendelsohn, 
the director of the Kaplan Centre for Jewish Studies at 
UCT. “That an educational institution that purports to 
be the best in Africa promotes such an ill-informed and 
misguided position reflects poorly on its leadership.”

The decision “fosters a hostile environment for Jewish 
students and staff, increasing the likelihood of antisemitic 
incidents on campus”, says David Cohen, the chairperson 
of the South African Zionist Federation (SAZF) Cape 
Council. “Singling out Israeli institutions implicitly 
targets the Jewish community, contradicting the 
values of inclusivity and safety that any academic 
institution should uphold.”

The resolutions were passed by the university’s 
council at a vote on Saturday, 22 June. It was the last 
sitting of its current council, which includes several 
extremist members.

Cohen maintains the resolutions “infringe upon 
the constitutional right of UCT staff and students 
to freely associate and collaborate with their peers 
worldwide.

“The decisions to endorse motions calling for 
the boycott of Israeli institutions mark a troubling 
turn in the university’s commitment to academic 
freedom and global collaboration. This poses 
significant risks to the university’s academic and 
financial well-being, as well as to the principles of 
intellectual freedom and diversity,” he said.

In its resolutions, the council decided that UCT 
academics would be forbidden from having any 
relations with any person or group affiliated in any 
way with the Israel Defense Forces, or the broader 

Israeli military establishment. As Israel has conscription, 
this effectively means boycotting Israeli society.

It went on to oppose “any attempts to curtail academic 
freedom by labelling criticism of Israel or Zionist policies 
as antisemitism”, and it rejected “the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s conflation of critique 
of Zionism and Israel’s policies as antisemitism”.

The council vowed it would maintain solidarity with 
academic colleagues “victimised” for their willingness to 
speak out against what it described as the “educaracide 
in Gaza”.

Emeritus professor of philosophy at UCT, Professor 
David Benatar, agreed that the council’s decision “marks 
another sad day for UCT.

“In endorsing the resolution which requires UCT 
academics to boycott wide swathes of Israeli society, 
the council has both demonstrated its ignorance and 
exceeded its authority,” he said.

“Apparently, UCT’s governing body doesn’t understand 
or doesn’t care that its decision is in violation of a 
constitutional right to academic freedom. We can only 
hope that council’s decision will be legally challenged, 
and that the courts will adjudicate the matter impartially.”

Four well-placed sources, who aren’t members of 
council, spoke to the SA Jewish Report on condition of 
anonymity for their own safety. “Those voting only just 
made up a quorum, so half of the council wasn’t there to 
vote,” says the first source. The second says the vote wasn’t 
surprising as it was the “last hurrah” of council members 
who hate Israel. “Unfortunately, the chair and several 
outgoing members are major BDS [Boycott, Divestment, 
Sanctions coalition] supporters. My impression is they 
don’t have the support of the general staff or student body 
but have managed to get themselves over-represented in 
the decision-making fora.”

The third source says it was “the most compromised 

council in history, which repeatedly made terrible 
decisions that cost UCT a fortune, never with UCT interests 
at heart, just the desire to appear progressive”. A new 
council, with four new members that are much more 
moderate, will be sworn in on 6 July.

“It was disappointing and surprising that the outgoing 
UCT council supported a wrongheaded, substantively 
false, and poorly formulated set of senate resolutions,” 
says the fourth source. “The university continues to face 
severe leadership and governance issues. With this 
decision, the outgoing council has demonstrated its 
failure to fulfil its fiduciary mandate, and the chair of 
council has shamelessly put international issues above 
the council’s core responsibilities. Hopefully, the incoming 
council will apply its mind carefully and rescind this 
aberrant decision.”

The university officially announced the adoption of the 
two resolutions only on 24 June. The two motions had 

been adopted by a lower body, the senate, on  
19 April, and were then passed to the council for 
official consideration. A separate motion calling 
for an academic boycott of Israeli institutions and 
research entities failed on 13 March, after being 
voted down at the senate by a narrow margin. In 
March 2019, the council rejected a similar resolution.

“The UCT council has usually rejected the senate’s 
often divisive political resolutions. This time, it 
passed the two resolutions,” says the Institute of Race 
Relations’ Sara Gon, who has written extensively 
about the academic-boycott stance of UCT.

“This is unwise in light of recent American 
experience with regards to the pro-Palestinian, 
and even pro-Hamas and pro-Hezbollah 
encampments,” says Gon. “But now, Harvard has 
decided not to pronounce on positions on issues 
that don’t directly affect the administration 
of the university. The reasons would include 
reputational damage and the consequent 
withdrawal of funding, particularly that of 
private funding.” Meanwhile, “UCT has in recent 
years suffered reputational damage because  
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On a good wicket

See story on page 13

South African cricketer Michael Levitt 
opens batting for the Netherlands in the 
T20 Cricket World Cup



Perspective. What a 
difference it makes. How 
we look, where we look, 

and the way we look at things 
always colours our impressions.

In this week’s parsha, the word “Ur’eetem” (And you 
shall see) occurs twice. The first is at the beginning in 
the story of the spies sent by Moses to investigate the 
Promised Land, and the second is at the very end, in 
the chapter of Tzitzit.

In the first verse, Moses instructs the spies, “And 
you shall see the land, what is it … are the people 
strong or weak … is the land fertile or lean … are 
the cities open or fortified?” In the second verse, 
we’re commanded concerning the fringes on our 
tallit and told, “And you shall look upon them and 
remember all the commandments of G-d and fulfil 
them.”

The same words, “And you shall see”, is used both 
times, yet look at the stark contrast between these 
two chapters. The first time, with the spies, it turned 
tragic. Their negative report of the Promised Land 
caused the people to cry for no good reason, and 
G-d said that day would become a day of “weeping 
for generations”. Indeed, it was Tisha B’Av, and the 
resulting 40-year delay in entering Israel was to be 
the first of many national calamities to befall our 
people on that same day. The second time, however, 
it’s a good thing. Looking at the tzitzit fringes is a 
way to remember all G-d’s commandments and to 
observe a G-dly life.

It all depends on how we look at things, and 
where we go looking. To see the land is to see 
earthiness, a materialistic perspective. To see tzitzit is 
to gaze at a mitzvah of G-d, a heavenly perspective.

I remember one of my esteemed teachers in 

yeshiva once waxing lyrical on the 
difference between a human being 
and an animal. The animal was 
created in a horizontal line. The cow, 
naturally, looks downward at the 
grass. Munching grass is its full-time 
occupation. Ever see a cow looking up 
at the sky and pondering the meaning 
of life? Human beings, however, 
were created in a vertical line. It’s 
much easier for humans to look 
upward, to be pensive, thoughtful, 
and to contemplate things higher and 
meaningful.

To be people of vision we must look 
upward. There’s a higher purpose to 
life. There’s a deeper meaning to what 

meets the eye. The whole concept of 
Kabbalah and mysticism is based on 
the principle of the metaphysical that 
there’s not only the self-evident body 
but also the invisible soul; not only the 
universe but also a cosmic plan and a 
profound reason for every experience 
in life, whether it be obvious to us or 
not.

If we only look at the land, at the 
earthly and material, the world is crass 
and careless. But when we lift our 
heads heavenward, we see so much 
more and can discern the wood from 
the trees, the lofty from the low.

I guess where you look will always 
determine what you find.

Heads-up on the way we see things
Rabbi Yossy Goldman 

Life rabbi emeritus  
Sydenham Shul

Torah Thought
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PHILISSA CRAMER – JTA

Israel must draft haredi Orthodox Jews into its army, the country’s Supreme 
Court ruled in a unanimous decision on Tuesday, 25 June.

The ruling could trigger a political earthquake in Israel at a time when it’s 
already embroiled in a war in Gaza and has experienced social 
unrest at home. The requirement to begin drafting more than 
60 000 fervently Orthodox men into the army could lead to a 
sea change in military procedure, mass haredi street protests, 
and the breakup of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
government, which includes haredi parties that are irrevocably 
opposed to mandating haredi conscription.

For decades, Israel has offered a blanket exemption from the 
army for young men enrolled in full-time learning in yeshivas, 
an accommodation first instituted in the country’s early years 
when relatively few people fell into that category. As the haredi 
Orthodox population has ballooned, debate over continued 
exemptions from a draft that many Israelis see as a national 
duty has become increasingly heated and led to the rise and fall of multiple 

governments.
Previous attempts to conscript haredim have 

fallen flat in spite of majority support from the 
public. Proponents argue that the exemptions 
create inequity in Israeli society, and deprive the 
Israel Defense Forces (IDF) of needed manpower.

Haredi leaders contend that Torah study has 
inherent value and serves to protect the state, 
and that accommodating the religious needs of 

haredi men would itself be a burden for the army. Haredi leaders supported 
Netanyahu’s effort last year to sap the power of the Supreme Court in large 
part so they could avoid a ruling such as the one handed down on Tuesday.

Since 7 October, concerns about manpower and inequality have been 
exacerbated by the war against Hamas, which spurred the largest military 

mobilisation in Israel’s history, 
with many soldiers spending 
months in the reserves. When 
the latest blanket exemption 
law expired last year, Israel’s 
right-wing government 
decided to continue not 
conscripting yeshiva students, 
but that decision has since 
drawn criticism from some of 
Netanyahu’s allies as well as his 
critics.

Now, nine judges on Israel’s 
High Court have ruled that the government must begin conscripting haredi 
men, and also cannot continuing funding yeshivas that enrol haredi men in 
lieu of army service. They cited the war as a reason for their decision.

“In these days, in the midst of a severe war, the burden of inequality is more 
acute than ever and requires the promotion of a sustainable solution to this 
issue,” the judges wrote.

Exactly when and how the ruling will be carried out isn’t immediately clear. 
The judges referred to “gradual conscription of yeshiva students”. It could 
also be possible for the government to pass new legislation carving out an 

Orthodox Jews must be drafted, Israeli court rules

Continued on page 10>>

Haredi Orthodox men protesting against 
being drafted into the Israeli army
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GLENHAZEL | R 3 599 990

Lounge and dining room lead out onto covered patio and 
pool. Eat in kitchen. Separate scullery. 3 Bedrooms. 2 
Bathrooms (m.e.s). Study leads out to pool. Playroom with 
separate entrance. Double garage. Staff accommodation. 
Solar Inverter. Close to all kosher facilities and Shuls in the 
area and walking distance to schools.

Web Ref: JRL177993 2

LINKSFIELD | R 1 890 000

Entrance hall, lounge and dining room with fireplace. Eat-in 
kitchen with gas stove. 4 Bedrooms. 3 Bathrooms (2 en 
suite). Garden, swimming pool and covered patio. Double 
garage. Parking for 4 cars. JoJo tank with filtered water, 
inverter, staff accommodation. Walking distance schools, 
close to shopping centres and easy access to highways.

Web Ref: JRL194234 3

Laureen Shalpid: 083 789 0229 

www.jawitz.co.za | Registered with the PPRA Buy   Sell   Rent   Manage   Own

WAVERLEY | R 2 195 000

A comfortable, urban cluster – o/plan lounge/dining with 
sliding doors onto covered patio, kitchen with adjoining 
laundry. Large master suite, 2 additional bedrooms, 2nd 
bathroom, guest cloak. Shutters throughout, compact 
garden, 2 parking slots, guardhouse security.

Web Ref: JRL18489

Chrissie Hammer: 082 568 0440

MORNINGSIDE | R 19 925 000

Breathtaking 5-bed home showcasing artistic features & 
luxury. Stack back doors flood living areas with natural light. 
Relaxing pool area, manicured garden, & vast covered 
patio redefine alfresco gatherings. Gourmet kitchen, 
ensuite bedrooms, inverter, borehole, air conditioning & 
more. Triple garage, 2-bed flatlet. 

Web Ref: JRL175865 4.5

Linette Oosthuizen: 082 572 5314 
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Joel Harris: 082 926 0287    
Laureen Shalpid: 083 789 0229 
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NICOLA MILTZ

It has been a week since Cyril Ramaphosa’s 
presidential inauguration followed by days of high 
drama as the nation waits for him to reveal his 

Cabinet for the country’s seventh administration.
At the time of going to press, negotiations were 

continuing with parties in the Government of 
National Unity (GNU) about ministerial and other 
important positions.

This intense historic moment has delayed any 
announcement in a complex process involving 
multiple parties. There are now 10 parties that 
make up the GNU out of 18 parties in the National 
Assembly. They are the African National Congress 
(ANC), the Democratic Alliance (DA), Inkatha Freedom 
Party, Patriotic Alliance, Good, the Pan Africanist 
Congress, Freedom Front Plus, the United Democratic 
Movement, Rise Mzansi, 
and Al Jama-ah. The 
total number of National 
Assembly seats that the 
GNU can command is 
287 out of 400, a solid 
majority.

Following a week of 
enthusiasm over the 
future possibilities of the 
GNU, a new reality has 
set which indicates that 
sustaining this coalition 
will demand continuous 
negotiation and strategic 
compromise. Though 
it doesn’t mean the 
coalition cannot remain 
intact, insiders predict 
it will undoubtedly be a 
difficult task. This is the 
first time the ANC has 
been forced to share 
power at national level, 
and it remains to be 
seen if it can.

“There are a lot of 
parties running around flaunting their peacock 
feathers and flirting with the president for positions. 
All this is stalling the process,” said one political 
insider who wishes to remain anonymous.

“There were many parties who showed no intention 
of joining the coalition, and now all of a sudden have 
signed the document of intent to become part of the 
GNU,” he said.

Fears of an impasse surfaced earlier this week as 
the ANC and the DA jostled over positions.

The DA says it wants the position of deputy 
president and Cabinet posts that include energy, 
mining, public works, transport, and international 
affairs. It also wants to appoint directors general 
in the departments it runs to ensure merit-based 
appointments and prevent ANC cadres from blocking 

DA policies.
This is the crux, according to experts. The DA cannot 

be expected to take fewer Cabinet posts than its 
share of the total vote received by coalition parties, 
say insiders. Yet pulling out of the coalition in protest 
might force the ANC to rely on uMkhonto we Sizwe 
(MK) and the Economic Freedom Fighters.

Presidency Spokesperson Vincent Magwenya said 
Ramaphosa wanted to ensure that he had sufficiently 
consulted all political parties before revealing his new 
Cabinet. The process should be concluded soon, he 
said. In the meantime it’s anyone’s guess.

“It’s easier to drive a bus than a ship,” said Darren 
Bergman, DA former Shadow Deputy Minister of 
Trade, Industry and Competition. “The bigger it gets, 
the more steering it takes, the more consultations and 
consensus.”

Jewish leaders have expressed cautious optimism 

this week, still basking in the glow of possibility as 
the GNU promises hope and rejuvenation.

“There has been an absolute about-turn in South 
African politics,” said Michael Bagraim, the DA’s 
labour spokesperson. “Already positivity is in the 
air, the stock exchange and the rand have reacted 
positively. The business community is looking to 
invest, and small businesses are gearing up for 
growth.

“The forthcoming Cabinet will be made up of half 
a dozen political parties. This bodes well for political 
stability and a much better future for all of us. 
Minority communities, protected by our Constitution, 
will have representation in the highest echelons 
of government. We have had almost 15 years of 
destruction, and we can look forward to an almost 

Community’s hopes rest  
on coalition cabinet

SA JEWISH REPORT  3

instant turnaround.
“Changes will be introduced throughout the civil 

service, making life easier for all citizens. It will be a 
long haul, but the end goal will create a better life for 
all. It won’t come easy, as we need to fix the education 
system and much of the broken infrastructure. It’s 
urgent.”

Bergman said he was “cautiously optimistic”.
“Helen Zille is an experienced negotiator. She has 

been down this road before as mayor of the Western 
Cape, where she held together a 13-party coalition. 
It’s still unpredictable, but hopefully the ANC will play 
fair, and the country will choose the right path towards 
stability and growth.”

Former Member of Parliament (MP), Madeleine 
Hicklin who is now a member of the provincial 
legislature said, “I loved my work in Parliament and 
I’m going to miss it dramatically, but I believe we need 
strong people across all three tiers of government – 
municipal, provincial, and national. So I’m viewing 
my move to Gauteng in a positive light. It’s not going 
to change my work ethic – I always give 150% – and 
nothing is going to change on that score at all. I just 
have to find my feet in the legislature before I can 
tell you whether it’s going to be a substantially good 
move for me.

“South Africa needs stability and a path that 
encourages job opportunities and economic growth,” 
she said.

DA Ward Councillor Daniel Schay said there was a 
general feeling of hope and opportunity.

“I’m tempering my expectations until we get the 
final composition of Cabinet, but I’m certain if that 
deal is positive, then we’ll see similar movements at 
a local-government level which would result in the 
elimination of the destructive governments at that 
level.

“A positive GNU result remains infinitely better 
for the sustainability and longevity of our special 
community than any of the other possibilities,” he 
said.

Meanwhile, the first judge to be removed in 
democratic South Africa, John Hlophe, is now the 
official leader of the opposition, and has expressed 
interest in amending the Constitution to end private 
land ownership. He was sworn in along with other 
MK party MPs, leading a caucus of 58 that included 
Jacob Zuma’s daughter, Duduzile Zuma-Sambudla; 
Des van Rooyen; Black First Land First leader, Andile 
Mngxitama; and David Skosana, the husband 
of disgraced former public protector Busisiwe 
Mkhwebane.

Democratic Alliance Member of Parliament and labour spokesperson, 
Michael Bagraim at his office in Parliament
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of the illiberal period of the Rhodes/FeesMustFall 
[movement], and deeply divisive governance of former 
Vice Chancellor Mamokgethi Phakeng.”

Gon, who is also the director of the Free Speech 
Union of South Africa, says, “The contestation of ideas 
should happen in the academic space, as it’s crucial 
for the development of critical thought that all views 
be expressed. Everyone must feel free to express their 
opinions, however they may be perceived by the 
opposite opinion holders.

“This is the foremost purpose of a university – 
creativity and contestation of ideas. The council must 
make sure that the administration performs as well 
as possible for academia to flourish, and with it, UCT’s 
reputation.”

SAZF’s Cohen said that the international academic 
community could now see UCT’s actions as “evidence of 
politically biased leadership, which can have far-reaching 
consequences”, including possibly diminishing the 
university’s ability to attract international funding and 
participate in research initiatives.

“Israeli universities are globally recognised 
leaders in fields such as water management, medical 
research, entrepreneurship, agriculture, and artificial 
intelligence,” says Cohen. “Excluding UCT from 
collaboration with Israeli scholars severely hampers 
its potential to remain at the forefront of these critical 
areas.”

Cohen says the boycott could also have an impact 
on the prospects of students, “particularly those from 
underprivileged backgrounds who rely on international 
bursaries and funding for their education. By isolating 
itself from Israeli academic institutions, UCT is choosing 
to forgo invaluable opportunities for its students and 
researchers.”

The SAZF called on UCT’s council to reconsider the 
motions. “Upholding academic freedom, fostering 
an inclusive environment, and maintaining global 
partnerships are essential for the university’s mission,” 
says Cohen. “It’s imperative that UCT remains a space 
where knowledge and ideas can flow freely, unimpeded 
by political biases and discriminatory practices.”

UCT adopts Israel academic boycott, questions antisemitism
>>Continued from page 1
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STEVEN GRUZD

On 5 October 2023, retired 
Israeli Colonel Miri Eisin 
appeared on the i24 TV 

channel reflecting on 50 years since 
the Yom Kippur War. When asked 
whether the spectacular intelligence 
failure of 1973 could happen again, 
she replied, “Absolutely. It could 
happen tomorrow morning.” She was 
out by one day. And she believes a war 
with Hezbollah could be much worse 
than the one with Hamas in Gaza.

Eisin was speaking in a webinar 
hosted by the SA Jewish Report 
and the Jewish National Fund on 
23 June. She spent 20 years in the 
Israel Defense Forces, and served as 
spokesperson for former Israeli Prime 
Minister Ehud Olmert.

On 7 October 2023, when they 
heard the sirens, Eisin and her family 
first thought that terror group 
Hezbollah in Lebanon had started a 
war with Israel. They soon learned it 
was a murderous attack by Hamas in 
the south. She said there were two 
factors that led to Israel missing the 
impending onslaught. “There was 
blindness, like the United States on 
9/11. We had all the information. 
We’d seen it, but we didn’t put 
it all together. There was also 
unthinkability – we simply couldn’t 
imagine, predict, prevent, or foretell 
the genocidal atrocities of 7 October. 

They were unthinkable. They won’t be 
anymore.”

Eisin said Hamas terrorists 
planned to attack more than 40 
Israeli communities, cause mayhem, 
murder, and rape Israelis, and take 
hostages.

Hamas is using the hundreds of 
kilometres of subterranean tunnels 
in Gaza built over the past 15 years 
to move fighters around the strip. 
This includes returning terrorists into 
areas Israel had already ostensibly 
cleared, like Khan Younis or Gaza 
City. Eisin noted that smuggling 
weapons into Gaza was a stream 
of income for some destitute 
Bedouins in the barren Sinai 
desert.

“Israel can destroy the 
tunnels only 100m at a 
time – there’s no easy way 
to do this,” Eisin said. “The 
ground war has taken 
nine months and will still 
take a long time. This a 
systematic, slow, ugly war. 
We have to destroy Hamas’s 
capability to launch an 
attack like  
7 October 
ever again.”

Eisin believes that timing of 
the Hamas attack was to scupper 
rapprochement between Israel 
and Saudi Arabia, with the tacit 
agreement of Tehran.

“The Islamic regime of Iran,” she 
said, “has put as its main objective 
the annihilation of ‘the Zionist 
entity’, ‘the cancer of the world’ that 
is Israel. It has anniversaries and 
holidays to enact it. It has supplied 
the Houthis in Yemen, Hezbollah in 
Lebanon, and Hamas in Gaza with 
money, weapons, and training.” Iran 

also supplies weapons to 
Russia for its war on 

Ukraine.
Iran wants 

to spread 
its version 
of Shi’a 
Islam and 

destabilise 
Sunni 

governments 
in the region. 

“The events of the 
past nine 

months have been 25 years in the 
planning as they seek to delegitimise 
and destroy Israel,” said Eisin.

One of Iran’s proxies, Hezbollah, 
isn’t made up of Palestinians, but 
Lebanese Shi’ites, established in 
1982 after Israel invaded Lebanon 
to destroy the Palestine Liberation 
Organization in Beirut. “Hezbollah 
is like Hamas on steroids. It has ten 
times the amount of weapons that 
Hamas can only dream of, supplied 
directly by Iran,” Eisin said. “It has the 
eighth largest stockpile of missiles 
and rockets in the world, numbering 
more than 150 000 projectiles. In 
the past three years, it has massively 
increased its arsenal of drones and 
unmanned aerial vehicles, often 
suicide weapons with enormous 
payloads. It has attacked Israel every 
single day since 7 October, except for 
the two days of Hajj.”

So is war with Hezbollah 
inevitable? “Nothing is inevitable 
except death and taxes,” Eisin said. 
She described how Israel has had to 
evacuate 80 000 people from towns, 
villages, and farms on the Lebanese 
border, as well as 100 000 people in 
the south. Diplomacy must be tried, 

she said, but there’s a lack of trust. 
If diplomacy fails, war becomes 

more likely. “Israel needs safe 
borders. It will be a harsh war,” 
Eisin said. Without military 
confrontation, Hezbollah will 

feel stronger and continue to attack.
What that war looks like is “a very 

heavy one to two weeks, as Hezbollah 
fires many rockets from Lebanon 
and Syria into Israel”. Currently, 95% 
of the rockets and mortars fired by 
Hezbollah and Hamas are intercepted 
and destroyed by Israel’s defence 
systems like the Iron Dome, Arrow, 
and David’s Sling. But with large 
barrages, the defences will intercept 
only 80% of the projectiles, and 
infrastructure and civilian targets 
will be hit. “This will be all-out war, 
and Israel will commit ground troops 
to invade Lebanon, including Beirut. 
Iran will get the Houthis to attack, 
but most likely stay out itself.”

She said Iran had all benefits of 
being a threatening power without 
actually having nuclear weapons.

Commenting on relations between 
the United States and Israel, Eisin 
said, “The prime minister of Israel 
[Benjamin Netanyahu] has a very 
challenging relationship with the 
United States. He himself has 
become very partisan – he talks to 
the Republicans and some of the 
Democrats don’t like him. There’s a 
younger generation of Democrats 
that see Israel as a white, colonial, 
oppressive usurper of Palestinian 
land.”

In spite of all of this, Eisin remains 
optimistic, saying, “If we work 
together, we can make it better.”

‘Hezbollah like Hamas on steroids’ warns former colonel

Miri Eisin

Walking towards the place in Tel Aviv that 
has become known as Hostage Square on 
Saturday night, 22 June, I had a sinking 

feeling. Throngs of people holding signs and carrying Israeli 
flags were walking in the other direction. I thought I was too 
late for the weekly protest.

However, when I arrived at the huge square outside the 
Tel Aviv Museum of Art, I clearly wasn’t too late. Others had 
just had enough. Israelis in general have had enough of this 
devastation. Two hundred and fifty nine days (on Saturday 
night) after 7 October is just too long.

Nevertheless, I found more than 10 000 Israelis 
squeezed onto the square, so many with tears in their eyes 
as they listened to the family and friends of those still being 
held hostage in Gaza eight and a half months after being 
violently kidnapped and abducted across the border by 
marauding Hamas terrorists.

Witnessing the hollow eyes of their loved ones, their pain 
so evident, isn’t easy, but it’s a whole lot easier than what 
they are experiencing. The pain of the wait 
they speak about, not knowing what’s 
happening to their mother, father, son, 
daughter, sister, brother, grandchild, or 
best friends, is evident. They speak of not 
being able to sleep for eight months. 
They speak of their desperation and 
determination not to let the country forget 
about their loved ones.

They also speak of the hope that keeps 
them going from day to day, the hope that 
their loved ones will be rescued or somehow be brought 
home alive.

Former hostage Shani Goren from kibbutz Nir Oz, who 
had been abducted on 7 October and freed last November, 
spoke about her best friend, Arbel Yehud, whose 29th 
birthday was on 21 June.

“People ask me how I’m doing and if I’m managing to 
process what I’ve been through,” she told the thousands of 

people watching her. “The answer is I’m not.
“Every day I wake up I’m still being held hostage. 

Because until Arbel and everyone else returns home, we 
can’t begin to discuss rehabilitation and moving forward. I 
know. I was there.

“Bring her home! Bring them all home now!”

It was also Naama Levy’s 20th birthday 
on 22 June. Naama has also been held 
captive since 7 October. Few can forget 
the devastating video of a Hamas terrorist 
pulling her by her hair at gunpoint from 
the boot of a vehicle and throwing her into 
the back seat. Her hands were tied, her 
ankles appeared to be cut, and the back of 
her pants were soaked in blood.

Her parents, Dr Ayelet Levy Shachar and Yoni Levi, spoke 
to the crowds.

Her father wished Naama could see how many people 
had showed up at Hostage Square to celebrate her birthday.

Her distraught mother 
said, “I don’t want to make 
a speech, I just want to 
wish Naama a happy 
birthday, to speak to her. 
I hope she might hear. I 
hope these words reach 
her.

“I wish for you the 
most basic right that you 
deserve as a human, your 

freedom that was taken eight and half months ago.”
Her father said he remembered her laughter, could hear 

her voice, and described what they would have been doing if 
she had been with them that day. “We would have prepared 
a table full of sweets, balloons, and presents. Like always.”

It would have been such a happy day, he said. “Instead, 
you are there in darkness for 260 days. And we stand here.”

Yoni went on to say that 120 hostages couldn’t be 

returned through military action, only through a deal. He 
called on Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to recognise 
that “victory in war isn’t just winning military battles and 
preserving the coalition at all costs”. It’s about “preserving 
the values of this nation” and “the ability to continue being 
faithful to our values as Jews and Israelis”.

The crowd was mostly wearing 
different “Bring them home” t-shirts, 
some with specific people they knew on 
them, with appropriate placards, some 
as straightforward as “Get them out of 
hell now!” There was hardly a dry eye in 

the crowd. It’s hard not to try 
and imagine the pain of those 
incapable of doing anything 
other than waiting for their 
loved ones to come home, and 
the horror those still in Gaza are 
experiencing.

After the formal event ended, 
people milled around Hostage 
Square. Some conducted 
havdalah, singing and holding 

each aloft other with their spirit. One havdalah circle 
introduced a father of a hostage who told of his son, Matan 
Angrest, 21, and his desperate need to hold onto hope 
that he’s alive. He described 
his brave young man and 
called for all hostages to be 
returned.

Edan Alexander, 19, an 
American Israeli who moved 
to a kibbutz in Israel and 
to serve in the army, was a 
Golani, said his proud but 
devastated grandmother in 
the circle. She spoke of how 
he had been stationed on the Gaza border until 7 October.

Alongside this group was a tent dedicated to Shlomi Ziv, 
41, who had been a security guard at the Nova festival and 
was taken hostage on that fateful Saturday. Ziv was rescued 
along with Noa Argamani, Almog Meir Jan, and Andrey 
Kozlov on 6 June, eight months after being kidnapped.

In the tent, called “Don’t close your eyes”, visitors are able 
to get a slight sense of what the hostages are experiencing. 
With 3D glasses and headphones, I was ‘transported’ to a 
dark room in Gaza where I could hear the explosions going 

off all the time outside and sense the 
fear of the two hostages in the room. 
One was a woman with a tiny baby and the other a man who 
had been badly injured. The were watched over by a skittish 
Hamas guard, who was ready to stab the woman and baby 
to death every time the baby cried. Despite his injuries, the 
wounded man tried to calm him down and prevent more 
violence. They were on the floor, and you could sense the 
hopelessness of their situation but how they were holding 
on to life.

As the third person in the room, the guard spent time just 
glaring at me – the camera that videoed the scene – giving 
me a sense of the hatred he felt towards us.

The person volunteering for the family in the tent, who 
didn’t want to be named, asked that those who accessed 
their 3D experience go on to tell others about it. She asked 
that we made sure the world knew what the hostages were 
still experiencing and that they needed to be brought home. 
“This is what Shlomi and his family want. The world must 
know our people in Gaza aren’t being treated as humans,” 
she said.

The families of the hostages have been given an open 
refuge at the Beit Ariela Sha’ar Zion Library that overlooks 
the square. There, they can gather among themselves at any 
time of day, protected from the media, onlookers, and the 
world.

There are numerous heartbreaking reminders of the 
hostages at the square, including a 
makeshift Gazan tunnel so people 
can have insight into what being in 
them is like. There are photographs and 
artworks to keep the hostages front of 
mind for all who come to the square.

Saturday night’s gathering was just 
one of many protests around Israel, 
where tens of thousands were mostly 
calling for the end of the Netanyahu 
government, the return of the hostages, 

and demanding elections. In fact, there was a massive 
gathering at the nearby Kaplan Street, even bigger than 
Hostage Square, at the same time in Tel Aviv. Three people 
were arrested there in violent clashes with police. There were 
also other protests all around the country.

There were protests in Israel most nights last week, and 
there have been weekly anti-government protests since the 
war began on 7 October.
• �Peta Krost is the editor of the SA Jewish Report.

Vale of tears: Hostage Square brings crisis home




