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abstract  The Palestinian stu dent move ment in side the Israeli acad emy was established within hos
tile uni ver si ties. Palestinian stu dents were not en gaged in any in sti tu tional pro duc tion of knowl edge 
and there fore could not de velop an al ter na tive, an tico lo nial frame work within the Israeli acad e my. 
These con di tions made the na tional stu dent move ment into a mir ror of the tra di tional po lit i cal parties 
in Is ra el, marked by the un crit i cal adop tion of the tra di tional parties’ po si tions. The stu dent move ment 
was ad min is tered by party power at all  lev els and was de nied any or ga ni za tional or in tel lec tual au ton
o my. The parties remained dom i nant over stu dent pol i tics, and we have not seen any rad i cal breaks with 
them. This strong tie has weak ened the po ten tial for a rev o lu tion ary, an tiZi on ist ap proach within the 
Palestinian stu dent move ment and has resulted in its grad ual col lapse.
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The ex pe ri ence of the Palestinian stu dent move ment in side the Israeli acad emy 
can be sum ma rized as an at tempt to es tab lish a stu dent move ment in the ab sence 
of a uni ver sity to rep re sent it. That is to say, it is a po lit i cal stu dent move ment that 
has not en gaged with the in sti tu tional pro duc tion of ac a demic knowl edge and has 
remained aloof from it. The move ment never sought to as sim i late into the or ga ni
za tion of ac a demic knowl edge in Is rael and has not been  able to pro duce any al ter
na tive frame work for knowl edge within it. Zi on ist co lo nial ism has cre ated a sit u
a tion in which Taylorist stu dents, hy perspe cial ized in their in tel lec tual train ing, 
are lim ited in their po lit i cal move ments to forming or ga ni za tions that are in no 
way dis tinct from other con ven tional Palestinian po lit i cal or ga ni za tions in Is ra el. 
Meanwhile, the uni ver sity itself—its ar chi tec tural de sign and ideo log i cal foun da
tions, its ad min is tra tive and teach ing staff, and the vast ma jor ity of its stu dents—
has been a hos tile and re pres sive en tity for Palestinian stu dents. Its mem bers were 
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brought to gether de spite diff er ences to con front Palestinian stu dent ac tion, which 
is na tion al istrev o lu tion ary in char ac ter. All of these fac tors transformed Palestin
ian stu dents’ po lit i cal ac tion into a move ment that reached its apex at the mo ment 
of its founding, which, I would ar gue, is its only achieve ment. These cir cum stances 
have de flated the leftwing fan tasy surrounding stu dent move ments and rev o lu
tions in Palestine, and have transformed these move ments into ve hi cles for pas sive 
re sis tance against an other fan ta sy: the il lu sion of as sim i la tion into Israeli so ci ety 
through its main gate way—the Israeli uni ver si ty.

The tra di tional and wellknown fan tasy surrounding left ist stu dent move
ments in Palestine has reached the phase of its fi nal de cline. This es say is a Pales
tinian at tempt to in spect this fan ta sy, to re view its broad out lines, and to in di cate 
very briefly its sites of dis in te gra tion un der con di tions of Zi on ist co lo nial ism. In 
other words, this may be a la ment for a rev o lu tion ary imag i nary that has lived and 
been cel e brat ed. The time has come to bury it, and to search for a new po lit i cal 
imag i nary in stead.

1
Fantasies surrounding the world’s stu dent move ments have two main itineraries. The 
first con sti tutes an at tack on stu dent bar ri cades whose ech oes res o nate his tor i cal ly. 
Specifically, for the last six de cades, the rul ing in sti tu tions’ me dia have pro duced an 
imag i nary that de mon izes stu dent or ga niz ing and stig ma tizes it by means of straw 
men—the fig ure of the com mu nist, for ex am ple, or the an ar chist, among oth ers. This 
imag i nary regards stu dent or ga niz ing as a gen u ine threat to sta bil ity and civil peace 
and con sid ers vi o lence to be an in te gral part of stu dent move ments. Several ob jec tive 
fac tors (in clud ing age, so cial class, cog ni tive abil i ties, and uni ver sity ad min is tra tion) 
fa cil i tated the pro duc tion of this fan ta sy, which resulted in the alien ation of stu dents 
and the trans for ma tion of the uni ver sity into an iso lated com mu ni ty.

Yet there is a sec ond, more im por tant, itin er ary for the fan ta sies surrounding 
stu dent move ments, one that was formed be hind the bar ri cades and has been an 
in spi ra tion and a vi tal drive for left ists around the world for de cades. Leftwing 
lit er a ture pro duced an all  but in ex tin guish able magic around stu dent move ments. 
This magic orig i nated in the 1960s, turn ing stu dent move ments into a dom i nant 
im age in the left ist rev o lu tion ary imag i na tion, an im age anal o gous to (and per haps 
even ri val ing) the pro le tar iat as a rev o lu tion ary class.

This im age brought to gether sev eral el e ments that gave it its pow er: the fe tish 
of unit ing the o ret i cal re search and po lit i cal ac tion, cul mi nat ing in the abil ity for 
po lit i cal or ga niz ing to cre ate a cri sis in a school of thought (as in the cri sis that 
stu dent ac tiv ists en gen dered when they clashed with their Frankfurt School pro
fes sors); the res to ra tion of Marx ism and the awak en ing of its crit i cal vig or, res
cu ing it from Sta lin ism and reaffirming it in the face of func tional struc tur al ism; 
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the ahis tor i cal, Oedipal con cep tu al i za tion of the stu dent strug le as one be tween 
gen er a tions, “the chil dren’s re bel lion against their par ents”; the treat ment of the 
uni ver sity as a ref uge for ci vil ian guer rilla rev o lu tion ary ac tion, as in the rhet o ric 
of the 1968 Paris Commune’s oc cu pa tion of the Sorbonne, or the vi sions of Rudi 
Dutschke and HansJürgen Kral, presented at the 1967 Ger man Social Student 
Union Conference, where they called for or ga niz ing stu dents into guer rilla groups 
and ar gued that uni ver si ties should con sti tute the stages from which strug les 
against state in sti tu tions would be launched.

An es sen tial as pect of the Palestinian ex pe ri ence of stu dent or ga niz ing is teth
ered to the mo ment the stu dent en ters the uni ver si ty. This is the mo ment of de par
ture from Palestinian so ci e ty, iso lated as it is by deep apart heid, and it marks the 
stu dent’s pas sage through the gate into the “other world.” Here the stu dent first 
at tempts to live in “Is ra el” as it re ally is: en tirely Jew ish spir i tu al ly, ideo log i cal ly, 
de mo graph i cal ly. The uni ver si ty, in this first mo ment of en coun ter, ap pears to be 
a mag i cal, opaque, and closed space that awaits dis cov ery. A Palestinian stu dent 
en ters into this space sen tenced to a sense of awe and hor ror be fore the un known. 
To en vi sion their role in and re la tion ship to this un known place, Palestinian stu
dents have for de cades mo bi lized the left ist fan tasy surrounding stu dent move
ments. By allowing stu dents to bal ance their de sires for per sonal prog ress and 
selfre al i za tion, on the one hand, with their eff orts to pre serve their na tional and 
po lit i cal iden ti ty, on the oth er, this fan tasy has helped stu dents not as sim i late into 
the uni ver si ty, and it has or ga nized their re la tion ship with it. This fan ta sy, with all  
of its prac ti cal and his tor i cal el e ments and all  that has been projected onto it by 
the me dia, pol i ti cians, and think ers, has served con sis tently to fa cil i tate re stricted 
en try into the uni ver si ty. Students (es pe cially left ists) try through this fan tasy to 
or ga nize their roles and to fur ther de velop inherited vo cab u lar ies of stu dent or ga
niz ing. And so they be gin Sis y phean eff orts to re vive the es sence of rev o lu tion ary 
sen si bil i ties in the uni ver si ty.

This fan tasy is in the pro cess of col laps ing, and so is the stu dent move ment. 
This col lapse is due to ob jec tive rea sons re lated to the dy namic of a Zi on ist ideol
ogy ea ger to es tab lish a to tal sys tem, es pe cially at the eco nom ic, ed u ca tion al, and 
cul tural lev els. Such an ideology seeks to re place the po lit i cal iden tity of Palestin
ians with a frac tured iden tity that merely as pires to as sim i la tion, allowing co lo nial 
he ge mony to per pet u ate its strange and ag res sive ex is tence in the coun try. We 
need to in ves ti gate the col lapse of this fan tasy and un der stand its de mise.

2
All of the el e ments that make up this pic ture of Palestinian stu dent move ments are 
on the verge of be ing en tirely wiped out un der Israeli co lo nial ism. The en tire Pales
tinian sit u a tion is char ac ter ized by the lack of Palestinian knowl edge pro duc tion 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/3/3/496/1542676/496kayyal.pdf by guest on 19 April 2024



K AY YA L  |  PA L E ST I N I A N S I N S I D E I S R A E L |  499

SPECIA
L SECTIO

N
 

| 
Global Student Struggles in and against the University

in the con text of the Israeli higher ed u ca tion sys tem. The Palestinian stu dent is 
not a part ner, in any sense, in the pro duc tion of ac a demic knowl edge, whether in 
the hu man i ties or in the so cial sci ences. There is no room in Israeli higher ed u ca
tion for the con struc tion of a Palestinian the o ret i cal frame work or for any ac tive 
Palestinian par tic i pa tion in Israeli the o ri za tion, given that the most deeply rooted 
in tel lec tual foun da tions of Israeli ac a demic re search con tra dict the foun da tions 
of Palestinian con scious ness. The Israeli sys tem of higher ed u ca tion is un able to 
over come or crit i cize the jus ti fi ca tions for its rac ist ex is tence—and thus un able to 
reckon with the es sence of the Palestinian po lit i cal strug le. For Palestinian stu
dents, Palestinian re al i ty—the re al ity of the con fis ca tion of land, mas sa cres, oc cu
pa tion, mil i tary rule, and so on—did not re quire the o ret i cal anal y sis ei ther to re veal 
or to un der stand it. Colonial re al ity was never a mat ter of the o ret i cal ex change; it 
was a fierce con fron ta tion be tween col o nizer and col o nized.

To this, other rea sons for the col lapse of Palestinian stu dent move ments can 
be added. These in clude Palestinian ed u ca tional mod els that are fully ori ented 
to ward par tic i pa tion in the Israeli la bor mar ket (aft er land con fis ca tion, the theft of 
re sources, and the de struc tion of the tra di tional Palestinian econ o my). These lead 
to very low num bers of Palestinian stu dents en rolled in stud ies at the Master’s lev
el, fewer still in doc toral pro grams, and even fewer en gaged in teach ing and post
doc toral re search. The uni ver sity is not treated as a liv ing space for the pro duc tion 
of knowl edge but as a cer ti fi ca tion fac to ry. Therefore suc cess in the uni ver sity also 
be comes as so ci ated with a short ened uni ver sity ex pe ri ence, which re sults in very 
rapid changes in the stu dent pop u la tion (while the stu dent lead er ship in charge 
of po lit i cal or ga niz ing re mains rigid and is given no in tel lec tual role). All of this is 
compounded by sharp sep a ra tions be tween fields of knowl edge and by Taylorist 
im per a tives that de mand spe cial i za tion in nar row fields. The se vere in tel lec tual 
hu mil ity that prevailed in stu dent or ga niz ing, which was also char ac ter ized by an 
ab sence of di a logue be tween stu dent or ga niz ing and ac a demic re search, pro duced 
a stu dent move ment with out a clear in tel lec tual ori en ta tion. This resulted in stron
ger ties to po lit i cal parties and an ad her ence to their lit er a ture.

As a set of phys i cal build ings, the uni ver sity was not, in any sense, a safe and 
for ti fied space for Palestinian stu dents, a place in which they could or ga nize their 
move ment and enjoy the free dom to as sem ble. Student work is or ga nized through 
uni ver si tygranted per mits that are po lit i cal in na ture and sub ject to po lit i cal dic
tates and rhe tor i cal ma neu vers. This has, for ex am ple, com pelled stu dents to self
cen sor their po lit i cal speech. The na tion al ist char ac ter of the con flict transformed 
the uni ver si ty, in clud ing the vast ma jor ity of its teach ers and staff as well as the vast 
ma jor ity of its stu dents, into a hos tile en ti ty, a force waiting to at tack, mon i tor ing 
any Palestinian stu dent move ment as a dan ger that must be suppressed im me di
ate ly. Furthermore, the uni ver sity had also been pri mar i ly—and this has been the 
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source of its strength for most Ar ab s—a site of tran si tion from the Palestinian so ci
ety iso lated in vil lages and cit ies to Israeli so ci e ty. In other words, the uni ver sity has 
been a gate way to the Israeli mar ket and thus Israeli so ci e ty, and there fore suc cess 
in the uni ver sity has also meant suc cess in the ex change with the col o niz er’s so ci e ty.

3
Attempts have been made to char ac ter ize the Palestinian stu dent move ment, or 
even the youth move ment more gen er al ly, as a “Stand Tall” gen er a tion, strug ling 
against a clumsy one. But the use of this kind of anal y sis in un der stand ing the Pal
estinian stu dent move ment pro duces de lu sions. The stu dent move ment has played 
a cen tral role in strength en ing tra di tional Palestinian party power in Is rael since 
the Nakba, and it has not been sep a rate from the for ma tion of the party or its cen
tral move ments. The stu dent move ment was, in its over all ex pe ri ence, an arm of 
tra di tional party pol i tics, pro mot ing it and im bib ing it. The stu dent move ment was 
ad min is tered by party power at all  lev els, and the move ment was de nied any or ga ni
za tional or in tel lec tual au ton o my. The party remained dom i nant over stu dent pol i
tics, and we have not seen any rad i cal breaks with these parties, which have led the 
stu dent move ment to main tain the sys tem and tra di tional pow ers existing within it.

Furthermore, in a so ci ety lacking the frame works for the for ma tion of fu ture 
in ter nal lead er ship—such as the ar my, the mar ket, or the bu reau cratic ap pa ra
tus—the Israeli higher ed u ca tion sys tem was the only such frame work avail  able. 
Over time, the stu dent move ment turned into a pro duc tion line for party lead ers. 
This was a cen tral con sid er ation in po lit i cal com pe ti tion, and it worked against the 
pos si bil ity that the stu dent move ment would see itself as an or ga ni za tion stand
ing on its own. Many stu dent lead ers gained a place in the move ment not be cause 
of their eff ec tive ness or their in tel lec tual and or ga ni za tional abil i ties, but be cause 
of the strength and con fi dence they were given by the cen tral par ty. That is, the 
le git i macy of their lead er ship was not de rived from the move ment, but from their 
re la tion ship with the parties re spon si ble for stu dent or ga ni za tion. This sit u a tion 
has en cour aged an un crit i cal adop tion of the tra di tional parties’ po si tions and led 
to a re fusal to de vi ate from them, or even to dis cuss them. This has prevented the 
de vel op ment of po lit i cal thought linked to the stu dent move ment.

4
Many ex pla na tions can be given for the ni hil is tic sta tus of the Palestinian stu dent 
move ment. These may ex plain the fate of at tempts to build a po lit i cal move ment 
against Zi on ism from within Israeli uni ver si ties. There re mains per haps the pos si
bil ity of a po lit i cal move ment against Zi on ism that is built out side the uni ver si ties.

But the fact is that these in ter pre ta tions call for a di a lec ti cal his tor i cal in qui ry, 
which would chal lenge a large part of the le git i macy of the cur rent po lit i cal 
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leader ship of the Palestinian parties. Pursuing this in qui ry, while con sid er ing the 
pos si bil i ties of (stu dent or nonstu dent) po lit i cal ac tion within Israeli in sti tu tions, 
would chal lenge the foun da tions of po lit i cal ac tion in side Is ra el. Has there ever 
been a real Palestinian stu dent move ment in side Israeli uni ver si ties with a nar ra
tive and or ga ni za tion and knowl edge all  its own?
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