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The anti-Israeli boycott movement, BDS, has gained international influence in recent years.
Their political presence has been gaining ground continuously in the Palestinian territories as
well. According to recent surveys conducted by the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey
Research (PSR), 86% of surveyed Palestinians, notwithstanding their economic dependence, are
in favor of boycotting Israeli products, as well as academic and cultural exchanges. Throughout
its history, the movement, which relies on exaggerated rhetoric and symbolism, seems to be
rooted particularly on the left of the political and social spectrum in Europe.

1.) Preliminary Remarks
The so-called “BDS Movement,” founded in 2005 by a group of 171 mainly Palestinian
organizations, defines itself as a boycott campaign against Israel. Its acronym BDS stands for
“Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions.” This report addresses the question where the BDS
movement, with its ever growing number of international supporters, is positioned ideologically
and what will be the consequences of its increasing expansion, particularly in Europe and the
USA. To better understand the background, we shall first give a general overview of the history
of boycotts against Israel, followed by a closer look at the BDS Movement's emergence. We will
identify the differences between the BDS and the numerous historical boycott movements
against Israel in terms of organization, programs and tools used. Then we will highlight the
declared objectives of the BDS Movement, testing the argumentative rigor of its theoretical
rationales and comparing its objectives to the actions of BDS representatives in daily practice.
Particular attention shall be given to the BDS' rhetoric and symbolism. On the basis of all this
information, the movement will be evaluated from a liberal viewpoint, with the goal of
developing political action recommendations for peace-oriented stakeholders to adequately and
effectively confront BDS.
2.) The History of Boycotts against Israel
It should be noted at the outset that the economic boycott of Israel has a long history. It dates
back even further than the formal existence of Israel itself. Even before the creation of the
State of Israel in 1948, the Yishuv, the Jewish community in the League of Nations Mandate
territory of Palestine, faced several episodes of Arab boycott efforts. The Palestinian Arab
Congress, the unofficial political governing body of the Palestinian people under British rule,
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adopted the first quasi-institutional boycott during its fifth meeting in Nablus in 1922.1 It was
preceded by similar resolutions of less significant predecessor organizations. Since there were
no authorities to control a boycott during the British Mandate, its implementation was limited
to using social pressure. In the course of the Palestinian uprising of 1929, this pressure
culminated in violent attacks not only against Jews, but also against Arabs who disregarded the
boycott. Subsequent to the clashes, at the end of October 1929, the call for a boycott was
intensified and broadened to include the surrounding Arab regions.2 It produced results, at least
in the larger cities under British Mandate. Within a short time, business relations to Jews were
stigmatized and used to justify violent acts within the Palestinian community. This is
documented in a newspaper report published by The Sidney Morning Herald on December 19,
1929: “In Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa and other cities the boycott is carried out with such rigor that
no Arab dare enter a Jewish shop except on the sly. Those who have defied the order have taken
the consequences in the form of beatings or showers of excrement and filth over their heads.” 3
In the 1930s, numerous Arab associations and representations positioned themselves as
supporters of the boycott against the growing Yishuv. Along with the Palestine Arab Congress,
which repeatedly passed new resolutions, other examples include the Arab Workers Committee,
the World Islamic Congress and the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem.4 While SA troops in Germany
painted anti-Semitic graffiti on Jewish-owned stores, Arab groups in Jerusalem also marked the
shops of Jewish traders in order to intimidate them and stop Jewish immigration.5 Nevertheless,
the Jewish population continued to increase during the 1930s, even against the backdrop of
growing anti-Semitism in Europe.6
Finally, in March 1945, the creation of the Arab League established a political body that
continues to this day to represent the common interests of the Arab States (currently 22). A few
months after its founding, in December 1945, the Arab League's highest decision-making body
passed Resolution 16 in which it dictated the “Boycott of Zionist goods and products,” using
the terms Jewish and Zionist interchangeably.7 In subsequent years, the Arab League expanded
its decision with a number of other resolutions and special regionally oriented regulations, until
finally in 1954 their Unified Law on the Boycott of Israel (Resolution 849) unified the boycott in
all Arab countries.8 The Arab League's boycott system is structured in three tiers:
1. The primary boycott prohibits Arab nations and their citizens from entering into trade or
business relations with Israeli citizens, firms, and the Israeli government.
2. The secondary boycott is the second tier of the boycott structure. It imposes a penalty
on international enterprises and persons that engage in business with Israel and
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therefore are not adhering to the primary boycott according to the guidelines of the
Arab League.
3. The tertiary boycott, the third tier, penalizes business with international enterprises or
persons in Arab nations who maintain business relationships with companies or persons
that cooperate with Israeli firms. This, simply put, penalizes trade with international
entities that do not comply with the terms of the Arab League's secondary boycott.
The responsibility for enforcing and implementing the boycott lies with the respective national
Central Boycott Office. There is a joint Black List of companies that do not comply with the
secondary or tertiary boycott requirements. From 1979 on, beginning with the Peace Treaty
between Israel and Egypt9, until the year 1996, most recently in the course of the Oslo Peace
Process, most countries of the Arab League, including the Palestinian Authority, ended the
boycott of Israel at least in part, some completely. Although the Arab League's boycott
decisions are de jure still in effect, only Lebanon continues to enforce all three tiers of the
boycott.10 Syria's national legislative authority also plans to implement the boycott rigorously,
but this is not recognized in a report prepared by the US Congressional Research Service,
published in June 2015. This suggests that the current political instability in Syria makes it
impossible to confirm whether the boycott, stipulated by law, is in fact implemented.
Although the Arab League's non-cooperation represents the longest and most comprehensive
chapter in the history of anti-Israeli boycotts, Israel's economic power continued to increase
thanks to its international network, even while the boycott was in effect.11 Consequently, the
objective of bringing the Jewish State to its knees by isolating it economically must be
considered as failed.
3.) The Emergence and Initiators of the BDS Movement
On July 9, 2005, shortly after the end of the second Intifada, 171 mainly Palestinian NGOs,
trade unions and other advocacy groups founded the BDS Movement by publishing an online
“Call for BDS.”12 In order to understand the content of the BDS Movement's program, still
official today, it is important to shed light on the most important events surrounding the
Middle East Conflict from the turn of the millennium until the formation of BDS.
The consolidation of organizations from within the “Palestinian civil society,” which in 2005
became the BDS Movement, must by no means be understood as the initial spark for the
modern boycott movement. Instead, it served as a catalyst for the influence of a previously
uncoordinated boycott movement on public discourse. The process of merging numerous
existing, decentralized interest groups into a kind of umbrella organization enabled the
movement to bundle common interests and facilitate a uniform presence. Ideologically related
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precursors with identical objectives that were later absorbed in or completely replaced by the
BDS Movement had begun their activism against Israel just a few years before. The Boycott
Israeli Goods campaign (BIG), initiated in the UK in 2001 by the Palestine Solidarity Campaign,
can be identified as the first foray into boycotts, supported in large numbers by the Western
public. The signatories of BIG included the new Leader of the British Labour Party, Jeremy
Corbyn, as is documented in archived snapshots of the official website from the year 2001.13
There is no longer an independent BIG campaign. Instead, the Palestine Solidarity Campaign, in
the “Boycott” section of its web site, refers exclusively to BDS and calls itself the BDS founder
in England.14 The URL of an American offshoot directly links to the online presence of the BDS
campaign.15 In a letter published by the British newspaper The Guardian in 2002, 125
international scientists called for an academic boycott of Israel.16 With reference to the
academic boycott in the UK, Omar Barghouti, who would become one of the founders of BDS,
formed the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (PACBI) in
2004, one year prior to the creation of BDS.17
It is striking that the first groupings similar to BDS in the early years of the new millennium
sprouted primarily in the political environment of the Left to extreme Left in the United
Kingdom. Apart from the historical entanglement of Great Britain with the Palestinian region, a
possible explanation for the fact that the boycott movement formed in the United Kingdom
could be the historical strength of the earlier British boycott against South-African apartheid.
The British Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM), founded in London just like the BIG campaign,
spearheaded Western resistance against segregation and proclaimed as early as 1945 a
consumer and academic boycott, as well as divestment and sanctions.18 In fact, the AAM was
able to influence the UN General Assembly in the early 1960s through a targeted campaign to
adopt resolutions that condemned the apartheid regime in South Africa and imposed sanctions
against it.19 It is probable that the successes of this organization, active until 1994, were still
firmly embedded in the British society's collective memory at the turn of the millennium. The
name of the anti-Israeli boycott campaign, founded in England in 2001, Boycott Israeli Goods,
is a modification of the slogan for the boycott against South Africa.20 This case only exemplifies
how the BDS campaign seems to orient itself along the lines of the AAM, which provided the
BDS with a strategic blueprint for effective boycott management.
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Chronologically and spiritually, the modern boycott movement since the turn of the millennium,
characterized by its international nature, lies within the context of the 2001 World Conference
against Racism, hosted by the United Nations in Durban, and the accompanying NGO Forum.
The negotiations in Durban, originally conceived as a conference against racism and hosted by
South Africa, symbolic because of its apartheid past, triggered a controversy before they even
started. The point of contention was the decision text that had been drafted in Tehran, Iran,
without the Israeli delegation. Several passages of the draft text contained allegations that
openly denounced Israeli politics as racist and equated it with South African apartheid. These
passages were struck after the USA reacted to them by announcing its intention to withdraw
from the conference. In the course of the negotiations in Durban, the US and Israeli delegations
would nevertheless walk out in protest. This was prompted by trends in the negotiations,
capable of winning a majority, aimed at condemning Israel in the World Conference's final
declaration as the only State with an alleged racist regime. Prior to that, a majority of the
simultaneously held NGO Forum, attended by roughly 4,000 NGO representatives from around
the world, had already agreed to a text that defamed Israel as an “apartheid state as in the
case of South Africa.”22 They called for “the imposition of mandatory and comprehensive
sanctions and embargoes, the full cessation of all links (diplomatic, economic, social, aid,
21
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military cooperation and training) between all states and Israel.” The NGO Forum also called for
a reinstitution of UN Resolution 3379 dating back to 1975, which Kofi Annan had described as
the “low point” in UN history and which defined Zionism as a form of racism until it was
repealed in 1991.23
The approach of isolating Israel politically by denouncing it as an apartheid state – an approach
that for the first time proved to be effective on the UN stage – is a way of delegitimizing and
became known as “Durban Strategy” subsequent to the World Conference.24 Avowed antiZionist leaders, such as the American left-wing extremist Sherry Wolf, declare openly that the
roots of the campaign lie in Durban. In a 2014 article for the International Socialist Review,
Wolf, herself a long-term supporter of the BDS, wrote:
“The initiators were encouraged by the 2001 World Conference against Racism, Racial
Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance that was organized by UNESCO in Durban,
South Africa, at which a draft statement opposed 'movements based on racism and
discriminatory ideas, in particular the Zionist movement, which is based on racial superiority.'”25
In the same article, Wolf calls the members of the Internationalist Socialist Organization
“active participants in campus and community-based BDS groups” and positive examples of
living left international solidarity. She refers those socialists who consider BDS “not radical
enough” to the ultimate and overriding common goal: “[…] even landing financial and
ideological blows against Israel, it is ultimately a struggle for reforms within capitalism—an
exploitative system that is part of an imperial order.”
Hence, it is the common anti-Zionist and anti-American ideology that links the
uncompromising Palestinian and Socialist camps. A comparison can be drawn between the Cold
War years when the Soviet and Arab cooperation of convenience in the UN General Assembly –
a cooperation which coincidentally led to a majority and unified voting bloc that paved the way
for the eventual repeal of the Zionism-Racism Resolution 337926 – and today where large parts
of leftist organizations have shared interests with the Palestinians who are perceived to be
suppressed by the West's colonial imperialism. Against this background, it is not surprising that
traditionally left-leaning interest groups such as trade unions, student associations and
solidarity movements constitute the overwhelming majority of the Western precursors of what
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was to become the BDS campaign and the 171 signatories of the “Palestinian Civil Society Call
for BDS.”27
The BDS Movement and its alliance of International Leftists and anti-peace Palestinian NGOs
combines the time-honored Arab tool of boycotting with the new post-Durban narrative of
human rights-crushing apartheid based on Israel as a racist aggressor in the Middle East.
Considering that recent boycott movements are rooted in British and American political interest
groups, there is a note of irony, if not intrinsic hypocrisy in the BDS Movement's allegation of
Western colonialism.
4. Guidelines of the Boycott
The guidelines of the boycott, which continue unchanged today, are stipulated in the
“Palestinian Civil Society Call” that marked the official birth of the BDS movement. The call
appeals to “international civil society organizations and people of conscience all over the world
to impose broad boycotts and implement divestment initiatives against Israel similar to those
applied to South Africa in the apartheid era.”28 In another sentence, “conscientious Israelis” are
also invited to support the call. The boycott is said to serve “justice and genuine peace.”
Furthermore, it is said to have the goal of “international solidarity, moral consistency and
resistance to […] oppression.” As possible channels of “resistance,” the BDS web site lists
“academic,” “cultural” and “consumer boycott” along with “divestment” and “sanctions.”29
The duration of the boycott and its “non-violent punitive measures” was to depend on the
willingness of Israel to “meet its obligation to recognize the Palestinian people's inalienable
right to self-determination” and comply with “the precepts of international law.” The BDS
imposes three specific conditions on the government of Israel. In its Call for a Boycott, the BDS
Movement demands that Israel comply by:
“1. Ending its occupation and colonization of all Arab lands and dismantling the Wall
2. Recognizing the fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens of Israel to full equality;
and
3. Respecting, protecting and promoting the rights of Palestinian refugees to return to their
homes and properties as stipulated in UN resolution 194.”30
The “consumer boycott” proposes that consumers abstain from purchasing certain Israeli
products. The deciding factor is the alleged entanglement of the Israeli government in human
rights violations. Hence, the movement calls for a boycott of “Israeli companies, goods and
services or of international companies involved in Israeli policies violating Palestinian human
rights and international law.”31 It is unclear how BDS defines the companies' involvement. In
2004, the International Court of Justice published an Advisory Opinion upon request of the UN
27
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General Assembly in which it accused Israel of violating international humanitarian law and
human rights in the occupied territories of the West Bank by building a barrier.32 There is,
however, no indication on the BDS web site that the boycott should be focused on companies
that do business in the West Bank. Instead, export goods from the entire territory of the State
of Israel are listed under the boycott. In addition, the “Call for BDS” is directed “against Israel.”
The logical consequence is that the BDS movement charges not only the Israeli companies
residing in the West Bank, but all Israeli companies with having indirectly violated human
rights. In an interview in June 2015, Omar Barghouti, the aforementioned BDS co-founder,
called the differentiation between Israel and the occupied territories “artificial and
untenable.”33 However, the consumer boycott does by no means only provide for passive refusal
to purchase. BDS also recommends “diverse actions: Pickets of retailers, letter-writing
campaigns, pressure from civil society organizations such as NGOs, faith groups and trade
unions. Popular pressure has forced retailers to stop selling Israeli produce and produce from
illegal settlements in particular.”34
Barghouti plays a particularly important role in the BDS Movement's academic and cultural
boycott. BDS has adopted the entire program of his Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and
Cultural Boycott of Israel, founded in 2004, and the web sites are linked to each other. There we
read:
“We, Palestinian academics and intellectuals, call upon our colleagues in the international
community to comprehensively and consistently boycott all Israeli academic and cultural
institutions.”35
In concrete terms, this means “to boycott and/or work towards the cancellation or annulment
of events, activities, agreements, or projects that promote the normalization of Israel in the
global academy, whitewash Israel’s violations of international law and Palestinians rights, or
violate the boycott.”36 The academic and cultural boycott targets university events, sports
competitions, concerts and much more. The request, submitted by the Palestinian FIFA member,
to exclude Israel from the World Soccer Association, has to be seen in this same context.
The academic, cultural and consumer boycott is intended to bring about the withdrawal of
companies primarily from the West Bank (“Divestment”). In the long term, the movement strives
with all aforementioned measures to achieve the last letter in the acronym BDS: International
political sanctions against Israel. In an interview with the German journalist Tilo Jung in 2014,
Barghouti explains: “Ultimately, that's the goal. We want sanctions imposed on Israel as was
32
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[sic] imposed against apartheid South Africa. That's why we are building a grass-roots
movement from the bottom up, to pressure decision-makers.”37
In practice, the BDS boycott takes the form of separate, consecutive independent campaigns
with individual objectives. For instance, past actions targeted the companies Caterpillar38 and
HeidelbergCement39, who are accused by BDS of being complicit in Israeli occupation and
alleged “apartheid.” Other actions discouraged individual musicians from giving concerts in
Israel.40 The advantages of targeted campaigns in place of a continuous general boycott are
clear: Focusing the activities of the BDS offshoots worldwide on a common pressure point
maximizes the public effect of a boycott. Besides, individual campaigns give the movement the
opportunity to react quickly and specifically to current developments. This allows a situational
management of the effect of their activism. Moreover, the psychological influence of small
successes on the organization should not be neglected.
The BDS Movement's only regular event is the Israeli Apartheid Week, organized worldwide
every year by its national offshoots.41 In 2015, BDS representatives organized, among others,
protest marches, film showings and public discussions at 112 sites in 27 countries. Frequent
settings are university institutions, particularly for the numerous student organizations
supporting BDS in the USA and UK. So far, Berlin has been the only German city to hold official
events related to the Israeli Apartheid Week.42

37

Tilo Jung, Interview with Omar Barghouti, October 30, 2014, https://krautreporter.de/75--wir-boykottiereninstitutionen-die-mit-dem-apartheidsregime-gemeinsame-sache-machen, last seen on September 28, 2015.
38
http://www.bdsmovement.net/tag/caterpillar.
39
http://www.bdsmovement.net/tag/heidelbergcement.
40
Or Barnea, Snoop Dogg cancels Israeli gig, Ynetnews, July 23, 2008, http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L3572077,00.html, last seen on September 28, 2015.
41
http://apartheidweek.org/.
42
http://apartheidweek.org/events/.

9

42

Event sites of the Israeli Apartheid Week 2015. No Arab city outside the Palestinian territories takes part. Almost
without exception, the protest takes place in the Western world.

5. Organizational Structure
Although the boycott movement appears publicly under the name BDS Movement, it is not a
conventional form of organization, comparable to the concept of a registered association.
Consequently, the BDS has neither a member registry nor a Board or official contact person. In
the end, “BDS” is nothing more than a freely available label, behind which defenders of the
boycott of Israel worldwide are united. The actual managing body in the background is the BDS
National Committee (BNC), founded in 2007 after the organization gradually gained a profile.43
The committee is supported by 27 of the 171 NGOs that originally answered the boycott call in
2005 and is responsible for the strategic concept of the BDS Movement. In addition, it manages
the public communication. BNC representatives categorically refuse to give interviews to Israeli
media.44
Little is known about the personnel structure of the BNC. The financial sources of the
committee are completely unknown. The BNC does not maintain an official web site, instead
43
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explaining its function in a separate section on the BDS homepage. It did not respond to a
request submitted by the Israel project bureau of the Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Liberty.
Different people are identified as “spokesman” in the many press releases of the BNC, though
no exact functional definition of this title is given. Nor can one find any information about the
internal hierarchy. The functions of Omar Barghouti as the speaker and of Michael Deas as the
committee's Coordinator for Europe are well known. Barghouti grants regular interviews on
behalf of the BDS and BNC, gives presentations in the USA and UK and especially uses the new
media to gain attention for the BDS. The co-founder of PACBI and BDS was born in Qatar and
raised in Egypt and the USA.45 He holds a master's degree in electrical engineering from
Columbia University and received another master's degree in philosophy at Tel Aviv University.46
He is still registered with the Israeli university, in spite of the fact that he founded the
Palestinian Campaign for the Cultural and Academic Boycott of Israel (PACBI). Michael Deas'
biography has even more Western influences. Alongside his job as the BNC's Coordinator in
Europe, the British citizen, who lives in London, is the official representative of the European
Coordination of Committees and Associations for Palestine (ECCP).47 He began his studies at the
London School of Economics in 2006.48 Nowadays, Deas serves as a speaker for local BDS
organizations, such as the “BDS Impulstagung” in Bonn, Germany, in March 201549, and
regularly publishes new articles on the anti-Israel web site Electronic Intifada. Other names
that appear in connection with the BNC are Mahmoud Nawajaa and Zeid al-Shuabi.50
6. Consequences and Successes
In Israel:
Although the boycott did not have the effect intended by the Call for BDS on the overall
economy of Israel, and hence on the government line, the movement did have a number of
small successes in recent years. The BDS Movement's individual targeted campaigns, in
particular, proved to be effective. The most recent example is the relocation of a production
plant owned by the Israeli company SodaStream from the West Bank to the Negev desert.
Following a boycott that the BDS Movement initiated in 2011 and continued over several
years51, the company leadership of SodaStream announced in the fall of 2015 that it was going
to close its manufacturing plant in Mischor Adumim.52 Prior to that, Palestinian and Israeli
45
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employees had worked side by side in the plant located in the occupied territory. The plant
closing puts the jobs of 1,300 employees at risk. Approximately 500 Palestinians who worked in
Mischor Adumim for the same wages as their Israeli colleagues are facing unemployment.53
The SodaStream case exposes a critical weak point in the BDS' arguments: Due to the
interconnectedness of the Israeli and Palestinian economy, particularly in the West Bank, a
boycott against Israel always affects the Palestinian society, which BDS claims to represent. As
of 2010, Palestinian investment in Israel amounted to $2.5 billion.54 According to the
Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 96,000 of the 833,500 employed Palestinians, i.e.
11.5%, are working in Israel or Israeli settlements in the West Bank.55 The boycott movement is
therefore endangering the livelihood of more than one ninth of Palestinian workers.
Palestinians employed by Israeli firms receive on average 2.2 times higher wages than those
employed by Palestinian companies.56 They also enjoy job security, as a result of benefits,
insurance and legal protection – something that is not guaranteed in the territories under
Palestinian authority control. But not only Palestinian workers are victims of the boycott – so
are retailers whose offerings include Israeli products.

Israeli products in a Palestinian supermarket in the West Bank (Jericho).
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What at first glance looks as if the boycott movement might be making the situation worse for
itself, is in the eyes of the BDS a calculated success. To the BDS, Israel is strictly an occupying
power and resistance to it is an ethical imperative. By this logic, Palestinians who do not
participate in the boycott or even accept Israeli job offers are stigmatized as collaborators.
Barghouti uses the support granted by 171 NGOs as a reason to present himself as spokesman
for the entire Palestinian society. He discredits any contradiction to this as “colonialist.”57
In Europe and the USA:
The overwhelming part of the decentralized BDS Movement is active in Europe and the USA,
organized mainly in academic institutions. In the UK, the National Union of Students, parent
organization for about 600 British student associations, has supported BDS actively since
2015.58 The Union represents the interests of several million students. The British University and
College Union, with 116,000 members the worldwide largest association of academic teaching
staff, is also pro-BDS. Smaller student associations in the USA participate in the boycott as
well.59
Since the BNC does not maintain a public register of student branches of the BDS at their
respective universities, nobody can say with absolute certainty how widespread the movement
actually is in Europe and the USA. In their Campus Trends Report for the academic year 20142015 the Israel on Campus Coalition has documented 1,630 anti-Israel events at 181 American
colleges and universities.60 In Europe, BDS is mostly active in Great Britain. During the conflict
between Israel and Hamas in the summer of 2014, the German Socialist Student Union
(Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund, SDS) co-organized demonstrations in Cologne and
Berlin, which were dominated by anti-Israel and anti-Semitic slogans.61 Although individual
campus groups repeatedly draw media attention, the academic boycott does not seem to be
extensively rooted in the rest of Europe, nor in the USA.
In addition to boycotts conducted by private households and the BDS student movement, the
labeling of goods produced in areas occupied by Israel is repeatedly playing a political role in
Europe. Since the exclusive labeling of goods from the West Bank would be favorable to a
boycott, European boycott groups had in the past demanded that the EU stipulate labeling
regulations. In November 2014, the European Parliament invited ECCP Coordinator Michael
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Deas to give a presentation in Brussels.62 After the European Court of Justice ruled in 2010 that
products from the West Bank do not fall within the scope of the European-Israeli Trade
Agreement, a clear majority in the European Parliament approved a non-binding labeling
resolution.63 However, this step does not go far enough for the BNC. In a press release, it
reacted to the EU guidelines by demanding that EU member states implement a complete
import ban on goods produced in the West Bank.64 In doing so, the BNC is pressing on towards
the last of the three demands in the BDS Movement's name: The introduction of general
sanctions.
7. A Liberal Evaluation of the BDS Movement
The public presence of the BDS Movement reveals how closely it is aligned with the “Durban
Strategy” modeled after the UN World Conference in 2001. Rhetorically as well as symbolically
the BNC is painting the picture of an oppressed, disenfranchised Palestinian people on the one
hand and a ruthless, dehumanizing Israeli occupation on the other. For instance, the recurring
use of the term “apartheid” in the title of the Israel Apartheid Week leaves no room for another
interpretation of Israel's and Palestine's role in the conflict. The absolute distinction between
good and evil is for the BDS Movement a prerequisite for assuming the role of the morally
superior mouthpiece for immobilized victims. This explains why the BDS describes the boycott
in numerous instances as “moral duty,” while attributing “ethical isolation” to Israel.65 The Call
for Boycott is directed towards “conscientious” and “people of conscience all over the world.”66
The movement's logo is emblazoned with the three loaded catchwords “Freedom,” “Justice” and
“Equality.”67 It is important to examine the extent to which the BDS Movement's actions live up
to its chosen appearance.
Nowhere does the boycott movement offer a concrete definition of “freedom” or “justice.” Only
“equality” is mentioned in at least one instance of the Call for BDS. In its second demand the
movement calls for “Recognizing the fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens of
Israel to full equality.”68 It is undisputed that there are cases of unacceptable daily
discrimination on both sides of the conflict, on a personal level and caused by arbitrary use of
power by civil servants. On a legal level, however, all Israeli citizens are already enjoying the
same legally enforceable rights regardless of their origin, religion or skin color. And this
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represents the crucial difference to the historic apartheid era in South Africa with its
legitimized segregation of citizens belonging to a particular segment of the population.
Moreover, according to the Rome Statute for the establishment of the International Criminal
Court, which was signed by the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), “apartheid” is a
legally defined term. Its interpretation, however, is different from the International Convention
on the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid adopted in 1973, which is often
cited in the Palestinian territories. So far, there is no judgment by the International Criminal
Court that recognizes a policy of apartheid by the State of Israel. Therefore, the accusation
made by the BDS Movement is not objectively tenable – the Israeli government's actions do not
have the characteristics of apartheid, neither in historic nor in juristic terms. By calling for
equal rights, the boycott movement is implicitly making false claims in order to justify demands
that are meant to suggest a structural similarity between BDS and the historic resistance
against apartheid in South Africa. In fact, the movement's Call for BDS explicitly refers three
times to the fight against South-African apartheid, which it considers its “inspiration.”69
Aligning itself with the tradition of the African-American Civil Rights Movement, according to
BDS another source of inspiration for its activism70, the boycott supporters are constantly
emphasizing the non-violent and peaceful expression of their “resistance.” The program
objective of the BDS Movement, which attacks Israel as a whole and provides for a one-state
solution, falls outside of the framework of a vision that can be implemented by peaceful means.
For instance, the “right of return” demanded by the BDS71 for roughly five million Palestinian
refugees – of whom the absolute majority of 99% has not personally acquired refugee status
on the grounds of displacement or exodus, but rather inherited it – would mean the end of the
Jewish State of Israel.72 The two-state solution pursued by the Oslo Peace Process is
undermined by the BDS, not only by the movement's rejection – reflected in its actions – of
Israel's right to exist. Another factor is that the internationalization of the conflict – BDS
focuses its activities on Europe and the USA – contradicts the 1993 and 1994 Oslo Agreements.
Until today, the Agreements represent the most recent successful peace negotiations between
the representatives of Israel and those of the Palestinian territories. Thus, breaking down the
successes in Oslo also means a setback on the road to a mutually agreeable solution to the
Middle East Conflict. This is the reason why even the Palestinian Authority, the only officially
recognized political representation of the Palestinian people, is publicly opposed to BDS.73 In
spite of its non-violent instruments, the boycott movement is an obstacle to peace because of
its intransigent intentions. Moreover, it spreads false information about Israel as an apartheid
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state, thus preventing an expedient discussion on the substance. The seemingly pacifist rhetoric
of the BDS Movement conceals its true motivation: Isolating Israel with the goal of ending its
existence.
Boycott per se is primarily an unbiased instrument, neither good nor bad, and must be
evaluated specific to the situation by analyzing its intentions and consequences. The BDS
Movement cannot be compared to the African-American Civil Rights Movement or the AntiApartheid Movement in South Africa because ideologically it is itself becoming an aggressor, is
acting in a libelous way and has no grounds for a boycott against all of Israel based on
allegations of unequal treatment. While sanctions against the South African apartheid regime
contributed to an increase in liberty and civil rights in the long run, the BDS Movement's
intentions and the consequences of the boycott are jeopardizing these very values. The
movement's anti-Israel intentions, in the long term, are an obstacle to peace. The boycott's
effect is already leading to unemployment and loss of welfare, including for Palestinians. BDS is
not the advocate for “freedom,” “justice,” and “equality” that it purports to be.
On the rhetorical as well as the symbolic level it becomes clear that the boycott movement's
claim and actual mindset are not in line with each other. The BDS Movement's logo features
the drawing of a Palestinian boy in tattered clothes, seen from the back, who is holding scales
in his hands. The symbolism is clear and identical with BDS' verbal messages: The Palestinian
side in the conflict is presented as financially inferior, innocent as children and unable to act.
Only moral law, embodied by the scales, is on its side. A search for its origin reveals that the
drawing of the boy is a symbol created by the artist Naji al-Ali, first published in 1969 and
widely known in Palestinian society. The drawing is entitled Handala. Handala represents the
Nakba, the exodus of the Palestinian people during the founding war of 1947, which was
understood as a flight from attacked Israelis. The original drawings by al-Ali reflect
unmistakable hostility towards Israel and Jews. Anti-Americanism is another frequent element
in the Handala motif. Several original graphics show Handala not as the innocent, passive
observer personified by the BDS logo, but a fighter who is throwing stones at a burning Israeli
flag. Stylistically, the representations of Jews in cartoons are strongly reminiscent of the
caricatures in the national-socialist newspaper Der Stürmer. Both the BDS Movement's rhetoric
and its logo reveal only at second glance that it actually does not pursue peaceful objectives.

Handala in the logo of the BDS Movement and in an original drawing by Naji al-Ali.
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The numerous protest channels promoted by the BDS Movement can be subdivided into two
categories: political and private. The personal boycott of products, events, and science moves
the confrontation from the level of classical diplomacy to civil society. This changes the conflict
from a political to a private issue. Whereas the boycott once was government-led and
externalized through the Arab League's bans, the goal now is to socially internalize it. The
power to enforce it lies not with the executive, but rather the individual. And the boycott today
is not driven by political decree, but by discrediting the opponent on moral grounds. The
boycott movement is totalitarian because it extends the boycott against Israel to all areas of
life, does not distinguish between the State of Israel and Israeli society, and – through its
academic boycott – divides unbiased scientific progress into moral categories of “good” and
“bad.” BDS is opposed geographically to Israel as a whole and culturally to everything Israeli.
Only on the surface does the modern boycott movement aim at damaging Israel economically
by refusing to cooperate. The Jewish state has always absorbed the economic consequences of
the anti-Israel boycott. Instead, the movement's motivation lies in denigrating Israel's image in
the uninvolved world community by mounting a meticulously planned and by now wellestablished, reflex-like campaign. BDS wants to reach minds, not cash registers. The boycott
organizers have understood that long-term political transformation must be preceded by social
paradigm change. The BDS Movement intends to get the ball rolling through its final goal of
pulling the rug from under the State of Israel.

Graphic on the BDS web site.74
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