
After the Tricycle  –saygni ‘no’ to Israeli embassy funding 
 
 
Ofer Neiman: 
 
I am a Jewish Israeli citizen, and a member of the Israeli group Boycott from Within. Boycott 
from Within supports the rights of artists not to collaborate with the Israeli government, or any 
other oppressive regimes. In fact, not only do we support this right, but we actively call on 
international artists to respect Palestinian civil society's call for an institutional cultural boycott 
of Israel. 
 
The Israeli elite, as well as many Israelis, regard Israel as a western democracy. The Israeli 
government is keen on marketing the state as a bastion of civilization in the middle of a 
hostile, primitive region, a so called "Villa in the Jungle", according to former Israeli Prime 
Minister Ehud Barak. Unfortunately, complicit Western politicians have accepted this dogma, 
to some extent. It follows that Israeli cultural ties to the west are of the utmost importance to 
Israel. 
 
Israel's marketing efforts abroad are referred to by a single word, Hasbara. Hasbara, which 
means explaining in Hebrew, is often premised on the belief that positive messages about 
Israel can drown out the growing criticism of its appalling human rights violations. One of the 
pillars of Israel's marketing strategy has been the cultural projects promoted by the Israeli 
ministry of Foreign Affairs. A special department in the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs is 
responsible, by its own words, for "attaining prominence and high exposure abroad for Israel's 
cultural and scientific activity, as an important tool for the promotion of its political interests." 
This department seeks - again by its own words - "to attain a positive image by emphasizing 
the cultural and scientific quality". Mr. Nissim Ben-Shitrit, former deputy director general of the 
Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, has been quoted as saying that Israel sees culture as "a 
Hasbara tool of the first rank", and that he "do[es] not differentiate between Hasbara and 
culture." 

The extreme cynicism expressed by Mr. Ben Shitrit has been corroborated by the exposure, a 
few years ago of the contents of a contract which artists representing the state abroad were 
required to sign: 

"The service provider undertakes to act faithfully, responsibly and tirelessly to provide the 
Ministry with the highest professional services. The service provider is aware that the purpose 
of ordering services from him is to promote the policy interests of the State of Israel via 
culture and art".  
 
In order to conceal this - since after all, culture should be free of the state's manipulation - 
another clause imposes the following restriction: 
 
"The service provider will NOT present himself as an agent, emissary and/or representative of 
the Ministry." 
 
Unfortunately, some leading Israeli and international writers, artists and intellectuals, have 
cooperated to various extents, with the Israeli government's propaganda efforts. Prominent 
Israeli writers with a dovish image are often sent by the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs to 
literary festivals abroad. As for international figures, the case of British writer Ian McEwan 
comes to mind. Mr. McEwan justified his acceptance of the 2011 Jerusalem Prize by saying 
he would be coming to Jerusalem to promote peace. The Israeli government has not been 
swayed by Mr. McEwan's mild rhetoric, since it received what it wanted: Photos of Mr. 
McEwan shaking hands with Israeli President Shimon Peres and Jerusalem Mayor Nir Barkat, 
thereby legitimizing two champions of the regime's appalling violations of human rights and 
international law. 
 
The Israeli establishment's manipulations around culture and politics are also exemplified by 
the Jerusalem Municipality's current campaign to promote its so called "Jerusalem Season of 
Culture": The campaign's video clip features a variety of Jerusalemites, including Arabic 
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speaking Palestinian residents of occupied East Jerusalem. The participants declare: "We are 
here to oppose evil, hatred and violence". On the face of it, the new campaign may seem 
worthy of one's support. On closer inspection, however, one notes that the precise troubles 
afflicting the city are not articulated in the sugary clip . The Israeli government would like us to 
forget that its policy towards its Palestinian subjects is itself based on evil, hatred and 
violence. Ironically, given their outrage in response to the Tricycle Theater’s recent decision to 
cancel a performance because it was partly funded by the Israeli government, Israel 
forcibly shut down the 19th annual Palestinian children’s theater festival at the El-Hakawati 
theater in occupied East Jerusalem in 2013, simply because it had received funding from the 
Palestinian Authority. 
 
In recent years, and often in response to the cultural and academic BDS call by Palestinian 
civil society, concerned citizens in many countries have taken action against the Israeli 
government's cultural propaganda efforts. The Israeli government, as well as the Israeli 
media, have expressed a great deal of interest in these actions. One recent example is the 
protest against the performance of the Israeli theater group the Incubator at the Edinburgh 
Fringe Festival during this summer, at a time when Israel was committing a massacre in 
Gaza. There was a nonviolent, grassroots level mobilization against this performance, funded 
by the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The festival's organizers responded by cancelling the 
performance, generating headlines in Israel, and frantic efforts to reverse the decision, by the 
Israeli embassy in the UK as well as the directors of the Ministry in Jerusalem. 
 
Senior Israeli public figures have already warned that Israel would face boycott and isolation if 
it does not reach an agreement with the Palestinian Authority. True, these figures have also 
supported Israel's war crimes against the Palestinian people, and have not called for full 
equality between Israeli Jews and Palestinians. However, their statements teach us that the 
Israeli elite fears the global Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions campaign. 
 
Apartheid Israel, like Apartheid South Africa at the time, will change its course if concerned 
citizens all over the world come together to support and promote this campaign. It should be 
stressed that this boycott call regards complicit Israeli institutions, funded by the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, rather than individual Israeli artists. Some Israeli artists support the 
Palestinian people's struggle for freedom and equality, and refuse to be funded by the 
regime's propaganda projects. These artists, or their works, can be a part of respectable 
cultural international events. 
 
Let us watch what the Israeli government does, rather than be fooled by its singing, dancing 
and acting. In order to bring about a change in the actions of the Israeli government, we 
should all realize that culture cannot be separated from politics. 
 
The Palestinian people are being dispossessed, tortured and massacred by a brutal and 
powerful regime. Israeli dissidents are too few to change this reality by themselves, from 
within. Artists, in the UK and elsewhere, can play an important role in the collective effort to 
stop the Israeli regime's crimes, simply by saying no to the use of culture for Israeli state 
propaganda. Those who do so may face smearing and bullying, but they will find supporters 
all over the world, including Israeli citizens who will stand with them. 
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